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INTRODUCTION 



The historical literature about the Cold War is vast and ever expand- 
ing. Numerous historians and analysts have offered their account of the 
breakdown of cooperation between the United States and the Soviet Union at 
the end of World War II. Yet, surprisingly few have examined Soviet Russia's 
relations with the West prior to World War II in the context of the develop- 
ment of the Cold War . Of all the histories of the Cold War, only three in- 
clude the period from the Bolshevik seizure of power in I 9 I 7 to the formation 
of the Grand Alliance in 1941 • Although this twenty— four year period has 
been described by historians in the context of the origins of the second 
world war or the foreign policies of individual nations, no one has yet 
published a detailed analysis of this period, based on primary materials, 
from the point of view of the development of the Cold War. This is what I 
shall do in the following pages, with particular emphasis on the years 1937 

to 1939. 

The term "Cold War" has come to denote the conflict betvteen Russia 
and the United States which developed at the end of World War II. Yet, the 
post-194^ cola war cannot be properly understood except within the context 
of a much broader period of history. The "Cold War", as I define it, is a 
conflict and hostility between the Soviet Union and the capitalist nations, 
particularly in the West, which proceded from the very moment the Bolsheviks 
triumphed in Russia in 1917. In fact, for the three years following 1917, 
the Cold War was actually a "hot" war, during which foreign nations including 
Japan, France, England, and the United States sent troops and military aid 
to Russia to assist the anti-Rolshevik forces in the Russian Civil Vfar. 
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During the inter-war period, Russia and the West were engaged in a cold war, 
but Russia was in such a state of extreme weakness and domestic uncertainty 
that, at least until 1938, she was not a major diplomatic concern of the 
Western nations. With the coming of the second world war, the Cold War 
went through several contrasting stages in rapid succession. In 1938 and 
1939 the Cold War was waged between Russia, who sought to alter the status 
quo In Europe in her favor and against the designs of Hitler, and Britain 
and France, who sought to accomodate Hitler and thus affect changes in 
Europe unacceptable to Soviet interests and needs, When cooperation with 
Britain and France proved unattainable, the Soviets chose a temporary alli- 
ance with Hitler, which enabled the German dictator to attack Poland and 
thus start World War II, During the following two years, Russia was the 
non-military ally of Britain f s and France f s enemy, and, indeed, the latter 
two almost went to war with the Soviets over Finland, When Hitler attacked 
Russia In the summer of 1941, an alliance mothered by necessity was formed 
among Britain and Russia, and, in a few months, the United States* The war 
completely changed the status quo in Europe and throughout the world* The 
United States replaced Britain as the paramount world power, and thus was 
left to face the second greatest world power at the end of the war, Soviet 
Russia* Russia, while suffering more devastation and human losses in the 
war than any nation in any war In history, had established a military presence 
in Eastern Europe and was determined to maintain that area as her sphere of 
influence* Perhaps the central issue involved in the post-1945 phase of the 
Cold War was that of Soviet hegemeny in Eastern Europe. The United States 
refused to accept a new status quo in which Soviet influence would be pre- 
dominant among the nations of Eastern and Central Europe? ostensibly, the 
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United States argued that the Soviets must allow the peoples of Eastern 
Europe to chose their own leaders and systems of government , and held this 
up as the price for postwar cooperation* As the Soviets seemed to grow 
stronger in their determination to control this area of Europe, u.S, policy 
preceded on the assumption that Russia was a potential enemy, threatening 
American security. The Soviets, while at first willing to accept face- 
saving formulas in the shape of minor compromises and electorial facades, 
insisted on predominance in Eastern Europe as the sine qua non of postwar 
cooperation? they defended their position in terms of the needs of Soviet 
security and pointed out the failure of the West to allow democracy to 
function where it did not suit western interests, such as in Greece, Spain, 
and latin America* 

No one has disputed Soviet security needs at the end of World War II, 
Russia had been invaded twice in 25 years through her geographically und ex- 
tensible western frontier; if she were to be in a position to resist future 
invasions, she could not allow a return to the former status quo, that is, 
she would have to control the European corridor through which she had been 
invaded. Of course, many have argued that imperialistic or territorial 
aims and not concerns about security were what motivated the Soviet leaders 
at the end of the war, and that an expans ion 1st -minded Russia posed a real 
threat to world peace* Some have argued that Russia^ heavy-handed and 
anti-democratic means of securing her position in Eastern Europe, for what- 
ever motives, left the West no choice but to oppose the expansion of Soviet 
influence in Europe. 

The contemporary as well as the historical debate on this issue has 
been intense. Historians have devoted thousands of pages to analysis and 
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exposition of the post- 19^+5 Cold War in Europe* It is thus distressing 
that so little attention has been focused upon the pre-World V/ar XI Cold 
War in Europe, for the former cannot be properly understood without refer- 
ence to the latter* Russia's position throughout and at the conclusion of 
World War II was directly related to the diplomacy which preceded the out- 
break of the war, and her foreign policy in 1 9^5 was doubtlessly very much 
influenced by her experiences leading up to her alliance with Britain and 
America* The United States was not in a comparable position in 19^5, be- 
cause she had had no major diplomatic dealings with Soviet Russia until the 
war* In the pre-war years, Russia's principal antagonist in the Gold War 
was Britain ; as a result of the war, the United States replaced Britain in 
this role* Thus, perhaps ironically, in dealing with the Soviet Union after 
19^5 the United States had to pay the price for Britain's pre-war diplomacy* 
The situation was one which neither side could have avoided; Russia could 
not ignore the lessons of the past simply because she was now dealing with 
America instead of Britain, and the United States could not erase the con- 
sequences of a past policy for which she was not responsible* 

In the following pages I will present an account of the diplomatic 
maneuverings of Britain and Russia in Europe during the interwar years, with 
particular emphasis on the period 193 ? to 1939 # when the most significant 
diplomacy took place. I would like the reader to understand that I have not 
attempted to analyze the origins of the second world war or describe, in a 
systematic or complete manner, the policies of Hitler and Mussolini* X am 
dealing with the interaction of Britain, France and Russia in the context 
of the development of the Cold War* Within this framework it is often 



iv 



necessary to explain each country's foreign policy toward the fascist states , 
but only as it relates to the Cold War* This is particularly true in the 
case of Britain, whose policy under Heville Chamberlain was to accomodate 
Hitler's ambitions in Europe, which meant excluding Russia from European 
affairs and, in effect, assisting Hitler in his pursuit of a possible attack 
on Russia* 

Chapter One provides a brief account of the years 1$21 to 1936, the 
period which prefaced the important diplomacy of 1937 to 1939* The Russians 
emerged from their civil war in 1921 in a precarious domestic and foreign 
position; they faced mammoth tasks of reconstruction, virtually alone in a 
world of nations hostile toward their new government, so hostile a3 to have 
made a significant military contribution to the efforts to overthrow that 
government* The capitalist nations, particularly Britain, France and the 
United States, all shared a profound distrust of the Bolsheviks and a deep 
fear of communism* Most of the governments in the West anticipated the 
downfall of the Bolshevik government in Russia, and feared that the example 
of a successful communist revolution in the worlds in addition to the activ- 
ities of the Comintern, spelled danger for the "democratic" way of life* 
Although the Cold War was a relatively insignificant factor in world 
politics during the period described in Chapter 1, it was during this period 
that the foundations were laid for the time when relations between Russia 
and the West would profoundly affect the rest of the world; Soviet Russia 
successfully industrialised, Stalin secured his position as the uncontested 
leader of his country, Hitler came to power in Germany, the West experienced 
the economic chaos of the great depression, and the League of Nations, largely 
under Britain's lead failed to preserve peace and instead became an instru- 
ment for the appeasement of fascism. 
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Chapter 2 begins with the coming to power of Neville Chamberlain as 
Prime Minister in 1937* In this chapter I will explain and analyze the 
grr.at conflict between British and Soviet policies in Europe up to March 
l939j when Hitler embarked on aggression of a new type. It will be nec- 
essary to describe and understand the infamous British •'appeasement 1 ' policy. 
Although it is difficult to speak with equal assurance about Soviet policy 
because of the virtual absence of primary documentation from Soviet archives, 

I believe it is possible to reach an understanding of the fundamental 
Soviet aims and intentions * 

Chapter 3 closely examines the period from March to August 1939* The 
Anglo-Soviet diplomacy of this period is of vital importance and, I believe, 
has not yet been adequately described or understood, especially within the 
context of the development of the Cold War* I will document how the Soviets 
put forth to Britain and France a serious proposal for an alliance to 
oppose Hitler and create a new European order which would recognize Soviet 
interests in Eastern Europe; how the British, still convinced of the necessity 
if not the rightness of appeasement, schemed to deny the Russians a place 
in Europe but still to use the shadow of Soviet power in a final effort to 
come to terms with Hitler; how Britain and France finally became determined 
to stand up to German aggression by insuring that Eastern Europe and Russia 
would bear the burden of fighting the Axis, 

If there is a lesson in this story it is that the highest morality of 
international politics is that of national self-interest* Britain felt it in 
her interest to appease Hitler, to keep Soviet Russia out of Europe, and to 
make sure that other nations, particularly in the east* would eventually 
absorb the fury of Hitler's war machine. Such cold calculations, while 
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they may offend the delicate morality of critics t defenders and scholars, 
are the realities viith which national governments must deal in protecting 
their countries. It is ironic that Britain's interwar leaders, particularly 
Chamberlain, who spoke endlessly of moral displays and missions, created 
for themselves a situation in which traditional morality would have to be 
almost wholly sacrificed to the pursuit of basic self-interest. Russia’s 
policy was also dictated by self-interest, but it is a tragedy, or at least 
an irony, of history that the Chamberlain government did not fully realize 
that the British shared a common interest with the Russians in opposing 
Hitler, The British suffered from a unique blindness in dealing with the 
Soviets, and failed to recognise that the Russians, too, could have national 
interests so great that their achievement involved the question of national 
survival or destruction. The point is that, although British and Soviet 
perceptions of their respective vital interests were almost irreconcilable, 
it was the Soviet perception that was more realistic. Of course, it Is 
impossible to say what would have happened had the British followed a dif- 
ferent policy f what did happen was that a world war ensued in which the 
Russians paid by far the highest price in blood and devastation • Prior to 
the war they insisted they would not pay such a price simply to preserve a 
European status quo which was stacked against them, but Britain and France 
refused to agree to a change in Europe which recognised or permitted Soviet 
predominance in Eastern Europe, When Russia was finally forced to fight 
Hitler, she again made it known that she was doing so not to preserve the 
old order, and at the end of the war she was finally in a position to guaran- 
tee that she received what she felt was her due. 

In this way were the contours of the postwar world shaped by the 
diplomacy of pre-war Europe a 
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Chapter 1 



The period from the end of civil war in Russia in 1921 until the rise 
of Hitler in Germany in 1933 is of limited significance In understanding the 
development of the Cold War* Russia was virtually isolated in the world and 
the governments of the West, seeing "the specter of Bolshevism in every sign 
of unrest, political or social, feared both the example of a successful 
communist revolution in Russia and the clandestine, overestimated activities 



of the Comintern * Yet, Russia's utter prostration after the civil war 
guaranteed that for some time she could not possibly be a formidable mili- 
tary threat to the status quo in Europe* 

There can be no question that in the decade following the civil war 
Russia had to pursue a defensive foreign policy to counteract the "capital- 
ist encirclement 1 * which came about as a result of Brest-Litovsk, Versailles, 
and Riga* After seven years of war, the country was virtually devastated 
and its economy was in a state of collapse* In the midst of reconstruction, 
a long power struggle ensued after Lenin's death in 1924, Adam lilam has 
described the essential and paradoxical principles behind the foreign policy 
of Soviet Russia in the 1920 s s; 

On the one hand, the Soviet Union more than any large state 
required peace and international stability, both political and eco- 
nomic, The amount of wartime destruction, both human and economic, 
had been greater in Russia than anywhere else* Time was required to 
heal the wounds 0 Normal and extensive commercial intercourse with 
foreign countries was required to bring in badly needed capital and 
foreign specialists# ^Socialism meant a high degree of industriali- 
sation. *0n the other hand, general prosperity and stability dimin- 
ished the prospects of Communism.^ 



When Lenin embarked on his New Economic Policy in 1921 p he realized 
that the outbreak of world revolution on which he had long counted was not 
to be had in the near future* Perhaps he still genuinely believed that the 
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success of the Bolshevik revolution in Russ ia depended , in the long run f on 
the overthrow of the capitalist governments of the world. The Comintern 
remained ostensibly the organ of world revolution, but "by the end of 1921 
its power and real purpose were debatable. Lenin was a realist as much as 
he was a communist, and he was far more inclined to be persuaded by immedi- 
ate needs than hy theories of long-range needs. Thus there can be little 
doubt that what Russia needed most in 1921, peace, international stability, 
and economic cooperation with the West, is what Lenin wanted the most, and 
the goal of world revolution or weakening through subversion of the capital' 
ist nations had to be relegated to second place. 

Whatever the true role of the Comintern at this time, two facts are 
undeniable: (l) Comintern policy was a failure in that it did not produce 

a single revolution anywhere in the world P and (2) The very existence of 
the Comintern vias an irritant in east-west relations; it was perceived by 
the capitalist nations as a threat against them, often seemingly without 
realistic consideration of its capabilities and powers. At the very least 
its presence was regarded as an intrusion by Moscow Into the affairs of 
other nations, Western nations repeatedly lodged formal protests in Moscow 
against the Soviet Union's use of subversive "propaganda" abroad; the halt- 
ing of such "propaganda" was usually a condition stipulated by the capital- 
ist s in negotiations with the Russians about credits and recognition. 

The greatest foreign policy coup under Lenin was the 1922 treaty of 
cooperation with Germany, Europe's leading industrial nation. The European 
powers had met in Genoa in 1922 with the intention of working together to 
reconstruct Europe's economy. The Soviet Union was invited to participate, 
but it was apparent that she was expected to do so only on Western terms , 
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and her do legatee "were Isolated as if they were lepers,"^ Chicherin, 

representing Russia, and the German Foreign Minister, another outcast at 

the conference, met at Rapallo on Easter Sunday and negotiated a treaty 

establishing diplomatic relations, most favored trade status, and mutual 

assistance in economic matters. Economically, the two nations had mutual 

aims and interests; yet politically, the treaty had far greater importance 

for the Soviets as a means "to prevent Germany from coalescing with the 

West against Russia/ 1 ^ According to George Kennan, 

For the Western Allies, Rapallo meant the forfeiture of the 
collaboration of Germany as a possible partner in a united Western 
apporach to the problem of Russian Communism, ? 

The Western Allies were soon to recoup their loss at Genoa, In 

October 1925, Britain, France, Belgium, Holland and Germany signed the 

Locarno Pact, a mutual security agreement which guaranteed Germany's 

Western borders. The treaty was a blow to Russia, "Since she had been 

excluded from the negotiations, she interpreted the pact#.«as directed 
8 

against herself," Yet, in spite of the Treaty of Berlin, a non-aggression 
pact reaffirming Rapallo and signed by Russia and Germany on April 24 , I926, 
Locarno represented a more fundamental defeat of Soviet diplomatic aims* 
According to Ulam, "Germany was no longer a partner in the struggle against 
the European status quo; she now could and did play the Soviet Union against 

the West, and her partnership with Russia was no longer the main element 

9 

but only one of many in her foreign policy," 

Without Germany, Soviet Russia had to seek other means of preventing 
a Western coalition against her. Her geographic position was virtually un- 
tenable; "From the Artie Ocean to the Black Sea, (Russia) was fronted by 

10 

one hostile state after another," the infamous cordon sanitalre, By the 
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end of l c j2k f every major poorer except the United States bad accorded dip- 
lomatic recognition to the Soviet Union, This, however, gave little 
assurance to Moscow. Her diplomatic relations with Britain, established 
in February of 192^ with the victory of that country's first Labour Cabinet, 
were broken off at the end of the year after exposure of alleged Soviet 
interference in British labor problems „ The labour Party was overwhelmingly 
voted out In October 192^, and the Conservative party, whose hostility to 
Soviet Russia was well-known and often-voiced, remained in power for the 

next six years. At the same time in France, "the successive governments 

11 

did not hide their anti-Soviet prejudices," Thus, by 1926, to ensure 

the security of its Western frontier, Moscow sought, "in effect, to tinder- 

12 

mine the French alliance system In Eastern Europe," A treaty of friend- 
ship and neutrality was negotiated with Lithuania in I926, as well as a 
trade agreement with Latvia in 1927. In 1928 treaties of non-aggression 
were signed with Poland, Rumania and Estonia, and in February 1929t these 

13 

nations collectively signed the East Pact In Moscow, 

At the end of 192?, Stalin emerged victorious from the power struggle 
in which Trotsky, Zinoviev and Kamenov were expelled from the party, 

Stalin's "socialism in one country" officially acknowledged what was by 
then obvious * world revolution was not Imminent, and the paramount concern 
of communist leaders was to assure the success of the Russian revolution. 

The sixth congress of the Comintern, meeting in 1928, openly identified 
the interests of communist movements around the world with the Soviet Union 
although It still gave lip-service to the imminence of revolution. Accord- 
ing to Isaac Deuteher, 
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V/ith even greater emphasis than hitherto, as if ignoring all 
the trumpets of the Com inter, /Stalin/ rcade "social isn in one country ' 1 
the supreme article of faith, obligatory not only in his own party 
hut in the Comintern as a whole »« * *Kls diplomacy was feeling its way 
even more cautiously than before and continued to work on the assump- 
tion of Russia’s prolonged isolation. There was an undeniable contra- 
diction between his two lines of policy, the one he pursued in Russia 
and the one he inspired in the Comintern. It is easy to guess which 
of the two policies had the greater weight. 3 -^ 

On the surface | the conduct of Soviet foreign policy in the five years 
after Stalin's achievement of uncontested power is highly erratic and almost 
defies explanation in terms of rational or systematic goals. This was due 
almost solely to the peculiar mixing of domestic and foreign circumstances 
during this period. Russia was still isolated and insecure in the world; 
the policy of Rapallo did not prevent German realignment with the West* and 
Stalin had suffered a major defeat in China* All told, Stalin, at the end 
of 1927, suffered what George Kerman describes as "a sense of frustration" 
in dealing with the problem of the capitalist encirclement. 

It encouraged him to withdraw from the effort to conduct an 
active foreign policy and to devote himself in the ensuing years to 
the economic strengthening of the Soviet Union, to the development 
of Soviet military power, and to the consolidation of his own regime 
internally. The five years following I 927 might be called, in fact, 
a period of isolationism in Soviet foreign policy — a period of with- 
drawal from external affairs during which great internal changes were 
undertaken. ^ 

The explanation of Stalin's foreign policy during this period lies in 
his own personality and his approach to the domestic problems of his country. 
To say the least, he was heavy-handed. He was a despot who had in mind the 
complete reorganisation and modernisation of a vast and backward society* 

His programs were radical j a five-year plan for rapid industrialisation and 
the collectivisation of the peasantry. His implementation of policy was 
brutal and uncompromising and aroused an opposition which he smashed with 
a ruthlessness and violence that shook the country. Stalin's attitude 
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toward the outside world at this time was one of cynicism and skepticism, 
and the conduct of foreign affairs occupied little of his time* It was 
during this period that the West experienced the great depression, which 
made the capitalist nations more anxious to provide the only thing that 

Stalin wanted from them at the timet "imports of machine tools and capital 

i 6 

goods Probably counting on the ultimate ruin of the bourgeois states 

as a result of the depression, Stalin "did not hestiate during those years 

to abuse Russia's relations with the Western countries for his own domestic 
17 

purposes** 1 This was the standard practice of an authoritarian leader 
raising the foreign bogey to preserve himself in the midst of a severe do- 
mestic crisis* "A degree of hysteria, a spy and sabotage mania had to be 

part of the propaganda campaign designed to explain to the Russian people 

18 

their vast sufferings*" 

Stalin's almost total preoccupation with domestic matters and his 
cynicism about foreign affairs during this period further irritated the 
nations of the Vest and caused the Soviet leader to misunderstand the sig- 
nificance of events abroad* It was during this period that the Nasies, led 
by Hitler, triumphed in Germany* Stalin, who undoubtedly did not take time 
for careful and thoughtful analysis of international developments, apparently 
"was completely unaware of the significance and the destructive dynamism of 
nazism. To him Hitler was merely one of the many reactionary leaders whom 
the political see-saw throws up for a moment# 11 ? Stalin simply failed, at 
this time, to understand the difference between Nazism and fascism, which 

he saw as "the militant organization of the bourgeoisie" based on an alii-' 

20 

ance with Social Democracy* It was because of this fundamental mis- 
understand in.; that Stalin, through his Comintern policy, fatally split the 
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German left and probably aided Hitler's rise to power, - 

One of the results of Stalin’s first five year plan was that by 193- i 
Russia was in the midst of one of her worst economic and political crises, 
with many parts of the country struck by famine* The paramount concern of 
Soviet foreign policy by 1932 was to avoid war, for even If Stalin still did 
not understand Hitler, he could not help but be concerned by the reintegra- 
tion of Germany into the European community and the more serious maneuver ings 
of Japan in Manchuria initiated by the Japanese Army on September 18, 193 1 * 
With the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, Moscow feared a war on its eastern 
front and, while it could not, at this time, realistically expect an attack 
by Germany alone or allied with the West, a strengthening of the Soviet 
political/diplomatic position in Europe became essential as a preparation 
in the event of war with Japan, 

Although an actual and significant reformulation of Soviet policy was 

at least a year and a half in the future, the basis for the 1933 ^ 3 ^ policy 

change lay in Stalin's diplomacy of 1932-33 when he sought through treaties 

to prevent both war with Japan and the untenable position that might have 

resulted had Germany allied with the major capitalist nations against Russia, 

Adam Ulam has described 1932 as "the bumper year for non- aggression treaties 

, ..when the U.S.S.R. signed non-aggression pacts with Finland, Estonia, 

22 

Latvia, Poland, and France. Formal diplomatic relations with the United 
States were established in November 1933* Furthermore, at the end of 1932, 
Litvinov proposed a non-aggression pact between Russia and Japan* At first 
the Japanese seemed receptive, but in February 1933, the Japanese Cabinet 
decided to withdraw from the League of Nations, indicating "the complete 
supremacy cf the military and a fundamental defeat for the moderate elements 
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in the country. This was clearly a cause for alarm in Moscow; on August 

9f 1933 f the British Ambassador reported from Moscow that "Their major fear 
* 24 

is from Japan," ' 

After Hitler's ascension to power in January 1 933 f Stalin was increas- 
ingly given cause for alarm over Germany, Hitler withdrew from the League 
and the disarmament conference, signed a non-aggression pact with Poland, 
rejected Moscow's proposals for a mutual Hus so- German guarantee for the 
Baltic States, and openly advertised his anti-Bolshevism, an unmistakable 
appeal to the West, "The last months of 1933 and the beginning of 1934 
mark, then, the agonising reappraisal of Soviet foreign policy that was due 
to bring about its most basic shift in tactics since 1921 ," 

From 1934 to 1936, as long as Hitler remained unarmed, M the worst 

danger of all" for Russia, according to Ulam, was "that of concerted capl- 

7 A 

talist action against the Soviet Union, 11 In 1934, Soviet Russia, faced 
with a volatile domestic situation, could not seriously contemplate fighting 
a war; with the immediate threat of war looming on her Eastern front, Russia 
had to consider how she could consolidate and improve her position vis a vis 
Europe, Ulam, in describing Soviet aims in this dangerous situation, makes 
a fundamental error by implying that the Soviet position remained the same 
after 1936 : 



For the immediate and foreseeable future, the Soviet aims were 
not the punishment of aggressors or the preparation of a grand mili- 
tary alliance against them, but the non involvement of the Soviet Union 
in a war* Not a crusade against fascism, but the sensible objective 
of sparing their sorely tried country a military conflict they secretly 
realized it could not afford — this was uppermost in the minds of Stalin 
and his colleagues. To do them justice, the Soviet leaders during the 
period 1934-39 never made a secret of this objective or tried to pre- 
tend that their detestation of fascism was greater than their desire 
for military non ir.volv omen t,^7 
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It is correct that the Soviet Union wished to avoid war; it is also 
correct, at least as of 1936, that the Soviet government probably realised 
it was not prepared for war * What seems incorrect, especially for the 
period after 1937 f is the allegation that Stalin did not try to achieve 
"the preparation of a grand military alliance" against the fascist powers, 
particularly Germany* I will argue that once Germany rearmed, Stalin 
genuinely believed that the only effective means of controlling Hitler was 
the formation of a military alliance so awesome that Hitler did not dare to 
attack it or, in the unlikely event he chose to attack, his defeat would 
be assured. If one must Isolate a single reason for Stalin’s failure to 
secure the military alliance he sought it is this: Britain’s leaders faced 

the decision of which dictator they would have to come to terms with to 
avoid war, and they chose wrong. The French, although more ambivalent than 
the British, were not free agents. From 1936 on, their foreign policy was 
virtually dictated by the British. 

Stalin was not opposed to fascism for reasons of high morality, and he 
certainly did not seek to join forces against Hitler out of a desire to 
protect capitalism* He sought cooperation with the West against Hitler 
only to save his country and, possibly, himself. That Russia and the capi- 
talist nations of the West would have to join forces to effectively oppose 
Hitler was inevitable, and Stalin knew it. One of the tragedies of the 
period was that the British leadership was too feeble to meet the challenge 
that Hitler posed, 

A major change in Soviet foreign policy became apparent in 193^ when 
the Soviet Union joined the League of Nations. Soviet Foreign Minister 
Litvinov, who was essentially Stalin’s spokesman at the League, became a 
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symbol of Russia's advocacy of peace through collective security; "Peace 
is indivisible" was his constant appeal, Sumner Welles, former Under 
Secretary of State, has praised Litvinov's record in the League; 

When the Soviet Union entered the League , even the most obsti- 
nate were soon forced to. admit that it was the only major power which 
seemed to take the League seriously, . * .28 Litvinov became the fore- 
most prophet of the basic , principles underlying the Covenant of the 
League of Nations, , „ .Unfortunately, he proved to be a prophet in the 
wilderness. His insistence that peace is indivisible fell on deaf 
ears. His demand that the Western powers join with the Soviet Union 
in recognizing the dangers inherent in the rearmament of Germany was 
disregarded, , .,^9 It should never be f or ego t ten that the Soviet Union 
did not desert the League, It was the great powers which dominated 
the League in its later years that deserted the Soviet Union, 3° 

Soviet policy in the League was but a part of Stalin's new diplomacy, 

Stalin was blunt in recognising the severe limitations of the League; to 

him the world organization could serve only as a "brake" or time- buying 

device on aggression. Beginning during the summer of 193^ » Litvinov made 

the initiative for an "Eastern Locarno", "pacts of mutual assistance" which 

would have joined France, the U.S*S P R,, Russia's Western neighbors, Britain 

and Germany in a treaty of non-aggression and mutual guarantees . France 

31 

was interested, but German and Polish opposition doomed the plan, Iskac 
Deutscher writes that "by the beginning of 1935 Stalin had passed from the 
futile attempt at creating a regional, eastern European system of defense 
to plans for alliances with the West."^ In March 1935 t Stalin met with 
British foreign minister Anthony Elen in Moscow and warned of the dangers 
of Hitler and the need to form an alliance against him,'^ In May of the 
same year Russia signed treaties of mutual assistance with France and 
Czechoslovakia; these treaties were seriously limited by stipulated conti n- 
gencies and the lack of any military protocol,’' In July a non-aggression 
treaty with Poland was signed. These changes In diplomatic tactics, in 
which the Soviet government openly declared itself opposed to fascism as 
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the priory threat to peace, necessitated a radical alteration of Comintern 

policy* At the seventh congress of the International in July and August of 

1935 # the old and grieviously inaccurate dogma about fascism was quietly 

buried and a new line was adopted; "Social Democrats and Communists were 

called upon to join hands and form 'Popular Fronts' which were to include 

all middle-class parties and groups. Liberal and Radical, and even Conser- 
ve 

vative, who declared themselves willing to stand up against fascism* 11 "^ 

In the most skeptical view, Soviet diplomacy in the post-1933 period, 
involving endless oratorical tirades against fascism and unfulfilled calls 
for action in response to German and Italian aggression, was deceitful and 
misleading because, in the end, Russia would not have gone to war unless she 
were directly attacked. I would take issue with this point of view for two 
reasons: (1) It is a virtually pointless academic issue because the contin- 

gency never arose from 193^39 1 that is, the West never called Stalin's 
bluff by taking action against fascist aggression, and (2) It distorts the 
basic premises and aims of Stalin's policy. 

Soviet diplomacy in the l93^~39j and especially in the 193^3^ period 
was based on two major premises; (1) A military alliance between Russia and 
the European powers against Germany and Italy would have been so awesome 
that Hitler would not have dared strike, especially in Eastern Europe, and 
(2) To underscore this alliance and to be prepared for the contingency that 
Hitler decided on war, each nation in the alliance, particularly Russia, must 
increase its military strength. There is ample evidence to substantiate 
my assertion that these factors were the cornerstones of Stalin's diplomacy. 

In his first speech as the Soviet representative to the League, Litvinov 
broadly outlined a Soviet policy designed not to make war against fascism but 
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to prevent the fascist powers from making Kar. M Ko w, the organisation of 
peace? t for which so far very little has been done , must be set against the 
extremely active organisation of war*" Litvinov admitted that of all the 
delegates he probably best realised the limitations of the League to organ- 
ise for peace 3 "I am however convinced that, with the firm will and close 
cooperation of all its members* a great deal could be done at any given 
moment for the utmost diminution of the danger of uar / 1 ^ When Stalin net 
with Eden in March 1935* he said that "the only way to meet the present 
situation was by some scheme of pacts * Germany must be made to realise 
that if she attacked any other nation she would have Europe against her*"^ 
During the same visit, Litvinov was more explicit with Men. He said* 

I do not regard mutual assistance as a real guarantee of defense, 
but rather as a deterrent; as a last resort the Soviet Union has to 
rely upon her own forces* But if Germany knew that she would find 
ranged against her a coalition composed of a number of states she 
might hesitate to risk her fate ,39 

Eden was shown an airplane factory at Fili where the Russians constructed 
large bombers* r, It was clear," Eden later wrote, "that the Soviet authori- 
ties wished me to be impressed by this evidence of their ability to support 
any international assurances they might give *"^ 0 On May 22, 1939, in the 
midst of negotiations between Britain, France, and Russia for a possible 
alliance (to be discussed in detail at a later point), the Soviet Ambassador 
In London, Maisky, told British Foreign Minister Halifax that the "essential 
thing was to prevent war. Soviet government thought this could be done but 

only by organizing such a combination of forces that Germany would not dare 

41 

to attack * " According to Deutscher, Stalin’s "military and diplomatic 

advisers were telling him, and they were not wrong, that at that stage 
(1935-37) Germany’s adversaries could stop Hitler, at least for a time, by 

jfr O 

the mere threat of military action." 
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Stalin understood that the threat of a Military alliance would be 
meaningless, indeed his whole foreign policy would be paralysed, unless 
Russia were prepared for war. His first five-year plan was instituted with 
a view toward strengthening Russia 1 s military power through rapid industriali- 
zation and the elimination of real or potential traitors# In the face of 
the threatening world situation of 1933-34, military preparations were vastly 
increased, as Andre Fontaine describes: 

In two years, military expenditures rose eight times, the number 
of men in the Red Army more than doubled and the number of airplanes 
increased from 2,500 to 4,000. Party control over the army was con- 
stantly strengthened *^3 

Furthermore, in a great reform during 1935“3&, the Red Army was modern- 
ized and mechanized.^ To be sure, Stalin's purge of 1936-38 in which a 
majority of the top army leadership was eliminated had the effect of causing 
Britain and France to view Soviet military potential with great skepticism 
and doubtlessly impaired to some degree the army's effectiveness (although 
the Soviet army's performance in conflicts with the Japanese during and after 
the purge was excellent)# This matter will be discussed at a later point# 

The essential observation here is that Stalin did undertake the military 
preparations which would have made his proposed alliances against the Axis 
powers feasible and effective. As I will discuss later, neither a meaningful 
effort at rearmament nor an elementary understanding of the threat posed by 
Hitler was forthcoming from the British. 

Stalin's alliance with France gave him a partial assurance that 'Germany 
could not form a European alliance against the Soviet Union, but on a rela- 
tive scale it did little toward protecting Russia's security* Events in 
Britain and Germany were contributing to a far more threatening situation. 

In Lurch 1935* in violation of the provisions of Versailles and Locarno, 
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Cernany decreed universal military service* Litvinov protected Germany’s 

action in the Le-jgue, inhere London and Paris were silent. On Juno 18, 

193 5 i Hitler signed a naval treaty with Great Britain, By this treaty, 

England gave its approval to Hitler's violation of the naval clauses of 

Versailles and actually provided for a contingency, to he decided by Germany , 

in which Germany could build up to a hundred percent of British submarine 

strength. In short, the effect of the treaty "was to authorise Germany to 

46 

build to her utmost capacity for five or six years to come/ 1 No other 
nation was consulted before the treaty was signed, a tactic which incensed 
France, Furthermore, it was an act of folly to encourage German rearmament 
when, for their own political reasons, the British cabinet was deliberately 
doing nothing worthwhile to prepare England militarily. Perhaps most in- 
credible of all was that the British Admiralty could so soon forget the 
horrible experience of the first World War when German submarines had threat- 
ened to starve Britain out of the war, and only American aid had saved her* 
Now the isolationist sentiment in the U,S, Congress made such aid an unreli- 
able prospect yet, in the words of D, F, Fleming, "London cheerfully granted 

a maniacal German ruler with absolute power in his hands the right to build 

47 

as many submarines as Britain had*" 

The response to Mussolini ' s aggression against Ethiopia in 1935 marked 

the virtual death of the League and provided a preview of the Anglo-French 

diplomacy of appeasement which would encourage Hitler’s expansion in the 

next four years* At first the League voted sanctions against Italy, but 

these were meaningless because they "did not apply to the one product that 

48 

would have made them effective— oil," ' When the Italian military perfor- 
mance proved ghastly, the British and French became deeply concerned that If 
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Mussolini were denied a conquest in Ethiopia, he might seek revenge in 
Central Europe or against the sponsors of the League sanctions* Thus, on 
December 8, Sir Samuel Hoare r the British Foreign Secretary, made a deal 
with French Premier Laval in which the two countries acquiesced in the 
acquisition by Italy of the major portion of Ethiopia. News of the deal 
leaked out and caused a major wave of indignation and protest in Britain, 
forcing Hoare to resign* The British wore still determined not to risk 
war, and they successfully resisted the imposition of oil sanctions by the 
League. It was not until March 1936 that the Italian campaign in Ethiopia 
began to achieve success, and the brave resistance of the small African 
nation was finally broken in May.^ 

The turning point in this period came on March 7, 1936 when Hitler 
occupied the Rhineland* The Rhineland, which lay between France and Germany 
and had been demilitarized under provisions of Versailles and Locarno, had 
been the very foundation of the French strategic position in Europe* 
“Remilitarization of the Rhineland," as Ulam has succinctly written, “thus 
at one stroke abolished France's ascendancy on the Continent and deprived 
her of the possibility of pursuing an independent foreign policy. In 
the League, Litvinov shrewdly analyzed the meaning of Hitler's action and 
stated that the Soviet government “is ready to take part in all measures 
that may be proposed to the Council of the League... Whether Stalin was 
genlune in this offer cannot be known, because the French government, fear*- 
ful of authorizing a mobilization with general elections forthcoming and 
faced with the British determination to avoid war, decided not to oppose 
Hitler's action. From the moment of her acquiescence in the militari- 
zation of the Rhineland, France’s foreign policy was subordinated to British 
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contrcl, he- ar^reerrents cf mutual assistance with Czechoslovakia and 
Russia be case virtually meaningless. Her only hope for defense in Eastern 
Europe lay in her pact with Russia, hut for Stalin the value of the Franco- 
Russian treaty of 1935 seriously, if not fatally, undercut* Now Germany 
could fortify her Western frontier, and this meant the one thing that the 
Soviet leaders feared the most— the eastward expansion of Germany* 

The Spanish Civil War which erupted in July 1936 when Franco's rightists 
revolted against Spain's democratic Popular Front Government is one of the 
more interesting and intricate chapters of the painful history of this time* 
The struggle in Spain formed the pretext for the union of Germany, Japan, 
and later Italy info an "Anti-Comintern" pact. The war itself provided 
little in the way of tangible gains for Hitler or Mussolini, but it was al- 
most a miniature preview of the future, Spain provided a testing ground for 
many of Germany's new weapons, and as such it was a striking illustration 
of the horror and brutality of Nazi tactics, such as in the bombing of 
civilians at Guernica* It showed, as in the case of Ethiopia, that Britain 
would not risk war to halt fascist aggressions this case was particularly 
tragic because the League policy of ''non-intervention 11 , pushed through at 
British insistence, actually prevented the legitimate government of Spain 
from receiving desperately needed military supplies while the rightist 
rebels were well-supplied by open and unopposed Germ an- Italian intervention. 
Furthermore, the Spanish War gave Stalin what was probably his first real 
dilemma in dealing with the volatile anti-Bolshevik prejudices of the West* 
When Stalin sought cooperation with the West to curb Hitler, he "tried 
to disarm the suspicions, the fears, and the prejudices of the west by moder- 
ation and pliability* He tried to lay the ghosts of the past, the giant 
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ghost of world revolution first of all,"^ The dramatic change in the 
Comintern line in 1935 was clearly a diplomatic gesture to the West. But 
Stalin could not win on this point, as Is^ao Deutscher explains: 

No matter how moderate and "purely” democratic, how constitu- 
tional and "purely" patriotic, were the slogans he had composed for 
the Popular Fronts, he could not undo the revolutionary potentiali- 
ties of those "Fronts*" Willy-nilly, he had to develop those 
potentialities and use them to his advantage * The electoral victor- 
ies of the Popular Front in France and Spain almost automatically 
raised the anticapital 1st temper and the confidence of the working 
classes .The French and Spanish Communist leaders could not dis- 
associate themselves from that mood of the masses, France was shaken 
by strikes, mass meetings, and demonstrations of unseen power, Spain 
was in the throes of civil war* The whole of Western Europe was 
laboring under new social strains and stresses. Though the Communist 
leaders, pressed by Moscow, often did their best to put brakes upon 
the movement, events struck fear into the hearts of the middle classes, 
stirring latent sympathy for fascism and fanning distrust of Russia, 
Thus, by a curious dialectical process, the Popular Fronts defeated 
their own purpose „ They had set out to reconcile the bourgeois west 
with Russia; but as the strength of their pressure grew, it widened 
the gulf between the would-be allies. In the eyes of the French and 
British upper classes Litvinov’s calls for collective security and 
appeals to British and French self-interest became associated with 
the sit-down strikes, the forty-hour week, the high wages, and the 
other social reforms which the Popular Front wrested from France’s 
stagnant economy,^ 4 

The Spanish Civil vrar presented Stalin with a dilemma that really had 
no acceptable solution. It was in Stalin's interest to see Franco defeated, 
both because he had openly committed himself to an anti-Fasdst policy and 
because the already bad French strategic position would have further deteri- 
orated as a result of having a Fascist regime on both of her continental 
fronts # ^ For the first several months of the war, Stalin strictly adhered 
to a policy of non- intervention * But as the struggle in Spain rapidly be- 
came a rallying point for liberals and progressives throughout the world, 
Russian non-intervention became "clearly inconceivable” for Stalin, J "Yet," 
as Lllam points out, "the complete identification of communism with the cause 
of Spain was almost as undesirable as a victory of fascism," Finally, in 
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Ootobcr l?3^ f St. -il in intervene! in Spain Kith military advisors, TFtunitions 
nnd nodical supplier, a Ithorgh ho would not commit troops as the Germans 
and Italians had done openly* He went to pains to assure that his inter- 
ventions would not ha associated with the Communist cause, but committed a 
f am liar excess in his purge of the more radical and anarchist elements of 
the Spanish left* According to Fontaine, 

The "Red 11 excesses — in particular the profaning of churches 
and cemeteries, which were helpfully reported by a press that was 
&ore discreet when it came to the atrocities of the other side — 
had awakened a shudder of horror in France and England, comparable 
to that which stirred public opinion in the West after the Russian 

Revolution. 57 

Deutscher elaborates ; 

The prime motive behind all these doings was Stalin's desire to 
preserve for the Spanish Popular Front its republican respectability 
and to avoid antagonising the British and the French governments* 

He saved nobody's respectability and he antagonized everybody. Con- 
servative opinion in the West, not interested in the internecine 
struggle of the Spanish left and confused by the intracacies of „ 
Stalin's policy, blamed Stalin as the chief fomenter of revolution. 

That Stalin's heavy- handedness and authoritarian excesses alienated 

public opinion in the West and made alliance with Britain and France more 

difficult is beyond question. However, without intending or desiring to 

wash any blood from Stalin's hands, I must judge the impact of his brutal 

It ways in context* Stalin was not the only brutal dictator on the scene at 

y c — — " 

that time, England and France would have to come to terms with Hitler or 
Stalin. If the practice of frightful atrocities were the sole criterion on 
which the most preferable dictator were chosen, there is little doubt who 
would have been more repugnant to Britain, Yet it was Hitler that Britain 
courted. These were bloody, ruthless days, and if Hitler's excesses were 



not too much for the British leaders to swallow when they pursued appease- 
menL, then Stalin's excesses could also have been stomached had Baldwin or 
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Chamberla i n desired cooperation w i th Russia against Hitler * Sir Ed w ard 
Halifax, a principal architect of Chamberlain's anti-Soviet policy, had 
often criticized. Anthony Eden, his predecessor as Foreign Secretary, as 
being rf too strong" in his revulsion from dictators since "you have got to 
live with the devils whether you like them, or not . It was not beyond 
the capabilities of. the intelligence gathering apparatus of a major power 
to see that Stalin's purge in Spain, however unpalatable, was meant as an 
expression of his conservatism with respect to world revolution; it was a 
signal that Stalin could be counted on to control foreign communists and 
protect Republican governments. Whether or not the British discerned the 
obvious in Stalin's actions is irrelevant; the essential observation * is 
that they did not want to see the meaning of what Stalin did because they 
had no cLesire or intention to come to terms with the Soviet Union, 



Chapter j? 



In the previous chapter I attempted to describe and analyze, in the 
context of the development of the Cold War, the events from the consoli- 
dation of Bolshevik power in Russia (1921) to roughly the end of Stanley 
Baldwin's term as Prime Minister of England (193?)- Considerably more 
attention was directed toward Soviet foreign policy for the simple reason 
that, in terms of East-West contacts, it was the Soviet Union that made 
virtually all the initiatives ? it was Russia, not the capitalist nations 
of the West, particularly England and France, whose strategic and diplomatic 
position was so weak and uncertain. The West really desired no serious 
political cooperation with Russia at this time, with the possible exception 
of France who, sharing her Western border with Germany, had an interest in 
preserving her treaty with Moscow; there is certainly no evidence that a 
military alliance with Russia was seriously considered in the West, and 
France, whose alliance with Moscow included nominal military commitments, 
refused to enter into staff talks which might have given any meaning to the 
military agreement. Unlike Stalin, the Western leaders prior to 1937 really 
had no well-defined or systematic policy toward Germany or Italy, The 
actions of the British and French governments are those of leaders paralyzed 
by weakness, fear, and misunderstandings weakness as a result of their 
failure to respond to Germany's rearming; fear of war, and a misunderstanding 
of both Hitler and Stalin. This fxmdamental misunderstanding of the dictators 
was perhaps excusable in the case of Hitler up to his seizure of the Rhine- 
land in 1936, hut much harder to justify or comprehend in the case of Stalin 
except from the perspective that a deep aversion to Bolshevism and a virtual 
paranoia that tended to associate most- social reform with communism so blinded 
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the ruling elites (if I may loosely use'that term) in the Vest that they 
could not rationally analyze the policy of the Soviet Union. 

Stanley Baldwin failed to lead British foreign policy, with the result 
that there was no consistent policy based on systematic assumptions and 
goals* E, H. Carr has described the conflicting trends in British foreign 
policy up to the first half of 1935 ; 

Daring the first two years after the Nazi revolution, British 

opinion as a whole was too deeply moved by Nazi excesses to feel much 

sympathy for German grievance and aspirations; and the British govern- 
ment, though unwilling itself to undertake any commitments, had en- 
couraged the French, the Italian and the Soviet governments to build 

up a system of defensive alliances for the maintenance of the status 
quo | particularly in Central Europe where it seemed most directly 
menaced. But by January 1 935 * when this system of alliances had teen 
virtually completed by the Franco- Italian reconciliation /brought about 
by the alienation of Italy from Germany in the winter of 1933-3^:7 
indignation in Great Britain against the Nasi regime began to subside* 

A growing body of opinion came around to the view that the only effect 
of the French understanding with Italy and the Soviet Union was to 
isolate and encircle Germany and to perpetuate the inequalities of 
the Versailles Treaty — in short, to maintain those very conditions 
which had been largely responsible for the Nazi revolution. Those 
who held this opinion, while not denying that Germany might be a 
danger to peace, believed that French, Italian and Soviet policy merely 
aggravated that danger, and that the B Irtish government's first aim 
should be to break the ring round Germany, to engage in friendly dis- 
cussions of her grievances, and to bring her back to the league of 
Nations. (Foreign Secretary) Simon's visit to Berlin (in March 1935) 
was a concession to this trend of thought.^ 

It was this latter trend, commonly known as appeasement, that gained 
the upper-hand by the end of 1935* Although Britain had supported sanctions 
against Italy in the fall of 1935 ■ ho^ paramount desire was to avoid war and 
by December, fearful of Italian reaction in the face of the lack of success 
of the aggression in Ethiopia, Britain was willing to hand over most of the 
African colony to Italy. When this failed because of the public outrage in 
England, Italy proceeded with her military campaign, which triumphed in Nay 
1936. In July of that year Britain sponsored a move in the League to remove 
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sanctions from Italy, The Anglo-German Naval agreement, as well as Britain’s 
acquiescence in the militarisation of the Rhineland and the German- Italian 
intervention in the Spanish Civil War clearly indicated the policy preferred 
hy the Birtish Cabinet, 

A year before he succeeded Baldwin as Prime Minister, Chamberlain, then 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, complained in his diary that "we have no policy* 11 
Cn April 2?, 1936 he wrote that the failure of the League to protect Ethiopia 
“demonstrated the failure of collective security," He explained his concep- 
tion of the proper foreign policy for maintaining peace; 

, ..for peace we should depend on a system of regional pacts, to 
be registered and approved by the League..,*! thought the proposal 
would make it easier for Germany to corns into the League, and I was 
anxious that Halifax should visit Berlin and get into touch with 
Hitler as soon as possible, 2 

On June 10, in a speech before the 1900 Club, Chamberlain argued for a policy 
based on the assumption that "nations cannot be relied upon 11 to go to war 
"unless their vital interests are threatened. 1 ’ "That being so," he continued, 
"does it not suggest that it might be wise to explore the possibilities of 
localising the danger spots of the world#*. by means of regional arrangements 
*», which should be guaranteed only by those nations whose interests were 
vitally connected with those danger sones?"^ 

The thrust of the policy Chamberlain wished to pursue as of the spring 
of 1936 was made apparent by the above-quoted passages. He saw the best 
guarantee for peace in "regional pacts" to "localize" areas of potential 
danger not vitally connected with Great Britain* By such a policy he would 
hope to draw Germany back into cooperation with England. As of early 1936 
Chamberlain advocated a rearmament program based on the theory that in the 
next war* air power would be of decisive importance with sea power secondary 



He embraced 
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and re pilar territorial armies of the least value in defence * 
this theory not for its value as a realistic contingency in the event of a 
continental war but rather as a deterrent to the outbreak of war* enabling 
British diplomacy to follow the line he advocated- On February 9* 193^ he 
wrote in his diary: “X am pretty satisfied now that, if we can keep out of 

war for a few years, we shall have an air force of such striking power that 
no one will care to run risks with In another diary entry, upon his 

assuming the post of Prime Minister* he wrote: "I believe the double policy 

of rearmament and better relations with Germany and Italy will carry us 

6 

safely through the danger period, if only the Foreign Office will play up*" 
Chamberlain's "double policy" was doomed from lack of realism in each 
of its elements. I have already mentioned the lack of realism with regard 
to Hitler* but I am willing to admit that even as of March 193§ it was con- 
ceivable that England* through massive concessions, might have come to terms 
with Hitler and avoided war* But Chamberlain doomed this remote chance* on 
which his entire policy was based, by striving for a defense program that 
let Germany (and all other countries) know that Britain was not prepared for 
and thus did not intend to fight in a war on the European continent* It is 
inconceivable that Hitler could have studied British rearmament, in which 
the size of the army was severely limited, and not have known that England 
had no^ intention of fighting on the continent. This alone put virtually 
all the diplomatic cards in Hitler ! s hand: it made Hitler a negotiating 
partner who knew that the other side had almost no means of resisting his 
demands. Chamberlain's frank statement that his projected policy "will 
carry us safely through the danger period," taken in the context of his 
intention to strengthen only the air force to the extent "that no one will 
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care to run risks with it” makes it clear that he did not seriously antici- 
7 

pate a war. He was aware of the dangers of war, but he was confident that 
by appeasement he could at least postpone war until his rearmament plans 
were fulfilled at which tine the very presence of Britain's awesome air 
force would deter war in Europe, 

Chamberlain understood that in the fateful period during which Britain 

rearmament was carried out he would have to make particularly attractive 

offers and perhaps otherwise unconscionable concessions to Germany and 

Italy to assure their cooperation with England* Despite mutual French- 

British commitments , Chamberlain had no confidence in France as a strong 

ally: "France's weakness is a public danger , 11 he wrote in the first month 

8 

of 19300 Hiding behind the broad mantle of "the English people" he described 
Britain's position as "one of great anxiety" pending rearmament *> Thus, "in 
the absence of any powerful ally, and until our armaments are completed, we 
must adjust our foreign policy to our circumstances, and even bear with 
patience and good humor actions which we should like to treat in a very 
different fashion."^ 

It was true, as Chamberlain stated, that Britain lacked a powerful ally 
who might have made a different policy toward Germany feasible; it was not 
true, however, that Britain could not have had such an ally if she so desired. 
The Soviet Union had repeatedly offered an alliance to Britain and France, 
and Britain would not hear of it. The most significant Soviet offers com- 
menced in flare h 1938 when Hitler invaded Austria, Chamberlain, for the next 
year, gave no serious thought to such an alliance and only in April 1 939 did 
he even make the pretense of considering it. What were the reasons for 
Chamberlain's negative policy toward Russia? This is perhaps the most crucial 



historical question of the pre-World War II period. In this and the next 
chapter I will present my answer to this question. 

Briefly stated, If not perhaps oversimplified, Chamberlain rebuffed 
Stalin’s overtures for alliance for two reasons; (1) His policy was to 
settle Britain's differences with Hitler and an alliance with Russia would 
have been the antithesis of this policy; and (2) He was absolutely unwilling 
to permit what an alliance with Russia would have entailed, namely, a foot- 
hold for the Soviet Union in Europe and diplomatic relations on an equal 
basis as a "great power," It is this thesis that I will substantiate in 
this and the following chapter. 

The most effective way to present my analysis of the complicated and 
often misunderstood period from 1937-39 is chronologically. One factor vital 
to understanding British policy in context must be addressed, however, before 
the chronological analysis is attempted. One of the common contemporary as 
well as historical justifications for disregarding Russia as a potential 
ally is that Stalin’s 1937^38 army purges had so undermined the strength and 
effectiveness of the Russian Army that it could not be counted on in the 
offensive capacity which an alliance would have demanded. A, J# P# Taylor’s 
analysis of this justification is probably the best; 

The British and French governments acknowledged Soviet Russia 
(in 1?33) only to emphasize her military weakness; and this view, 
though it rested no doubt on their information, represented also 
their desire. They wanted Soviet Russia to be excluded from Europe; 
and therefore readily assumed that she was so by circumstances , ^ 

That Britain and France believed in the ineffectiveness of the Soviet Army 

because that belief best served their policy toward Germany and Eastern 

Europe is undoubtedly true; that this belief rested on the intelligence they 

were receiving is not completely true. 
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The Hritinh niliiary attache? in Moscow, Colonel Pircbrace, wrote an 
evaluation of the Joviet Aoy on April 18, 1938* He emphasised the drastic 
effects of the purges on the Army's leadership and concluded that militarily 
there must he considerable doubt as to whether the Soviet Union is capable 
of*' a war of offense; M In defense of its territory, X still consider that 
the Bed Array would te a formidable opponent." In a conversation with 
French Premier Daladier on April 29, British Foreign Minister Halifax in- 
cluded the effects of the purges as one of the factors that "made it extremely 
doubtful whether Russia could be counted upon to make any great contribution, 
if, indeed, she could make any contribution at all" to the defense of 
Czechoslovakia. Daladier agreed that the purge had weakened the Red Army. 

He pointed out, however, that numerically the Soviet Air Froce was the 

"strongest" in Europe and that Russia's "potential war resources were ex- 
12 

tremely great." " On July 26 French Foreign Minister Bonnet told U.3. 

Ambassador William Bullitt and U.S. Treasury Secretary Korgantheau that he 

"believed that the recent 'purges' .. .had so weakened the... Bed Army and the 

government that it would be impossible for the Soviet Union to contemplate 

13 

war beyond its frontiers." J Yet, in a conversation with Halifax in September, 
Daladier again drew attention to Russia's air supremacy. ^ 

The above estimates relate to the possibility of Soviet military assis- 
tance, in compliance with her treaty obligations, in the event of aggression 
against Czechoslovakia. According to the 1935 treaty with Prague, Russia 
could act only if France chose to act first. Of course, in 1 938 France was 
not about to go to war over Czechoslovakia. During this period the Soviet 
government repeatedly gave its assurances that it was willing to fulfill 
its treaty obligations if (1) France acted first and (2) France arranged 
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for the peonage of Soviet troops across' Poland or Rumania; these stipu- 
lations Hero entirely justified and, in fact, necessary. Without them, 
there was no possibility that Soviet military aid could be rendered* Prance, 
of course, had an interest in keeping alive the alternative of securing 
Russia's help in the event of war, if only because of her own treaty with 
Prague* But Britain was firmly committed not to precipitate war over 
Czechoslovakia ; hence it was actually in the interest of her policy that 
Russia not intervene. It is important to remember that by this time, France 
could not pursue an independent foreign policy ; she had to bow to Britain" s 
wishes* It was for these reasons, I believe, that the British evidenced 
such skepticism about the prospects of any Soviet military aid, whereas 
Baladier apparently regarded the Soviet Air Froce as a probable asset in 
the event of war over Czechoslovakia. 

In this context it is extremely interesting to note a conversation of 
Fay 15, 193R in Moscow between British chargi Vereker and French Ambassador 
Coulondre, Coulondre had requested the meeting because he anticipated a 
request from his government for information regarding possible Russian re- 
actions to a German attack on Czechoslovakia. He had gotten the impression 
from Litvinov that Russia was becoming "more serious in regard to" the 
possibility of taking action in Czechoslovakia, In sounding out Vereker, 
Coulondre summarized his most recent intelligence: 

We knew... that the army on the whole was more contented than it 
had ever been and was certainly better fed than the whole of the re- 
maining population, that they had enormous supplies of ammunition, 
seme thousands of tanks, and quite a formidable, if obsolescent, air 
force, and that he had moreover been reliably informed that M. 

Voroshilov had reported to M. Stalin that the Soviet army was fit for 
war and that he had also heard from his Bulgarian colleague that, in 
order to forestall any possible revolt on the part of the peasants 
in the event of mobilization, a large number of able-bodied conscripts 
had in met already been attached to units to increase their peace- 
time strength. 
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Another factor which he considered should not be omitted front 
our calculations in estimating the Russian situation was the military 
situation in the Far Font 0 ... (recent developments) had undoubtedly 
led the Kremlin into thinking that any possible Japanese menace to 
their interests in the Far Fast had for the present been deflected 
down into Central China , thus relieving the Soviet government of much 
anxiety on that score and enabling them thereby to make if necessary 
a correspondingly greater effort in the West. M* Coulondre therefore 
felt that one could in fact place some reliance on the Soviet govern- 
ment both in a political and in a military sense at the present 
juncture f and that on the whole he felt inclined to tell the Quai 
d’Orsay that he was more optimistic of £jossible Russian intervention 
on the side of Czechoslovakia at the present moment than he had been 

heretofore 0 ^5 

Vereker disagreed with Coulondre, and Colonel Fireside was present to dis- 
cuss in detail the effect of the purges on the Red Army’s high command* The 
discussion was informal, but Vereker tried to discourage any "vain hopes" 
on the part of the French Ambassador of the value or reliability of Russian 
aid "as a counterpoise to the Germans 

Coulondre ’s intelligence, if accurate, would seem to detract from the 
validity of the British interpretation of Soviet military effectiveness. 

His emphasis on the Soviet position in the Far East was well founded* In 

1937, the threat of a Japanese attack was far more imminent than that of a 
1 ? 

German attack* Faced with threatening border clashes, the primary Soviet 
interest in the first half of i?37 was to have China absorb Japan’s fury; 
following Japan’s invasion of China on July 7* 1937, "the Kremlin could 
breathe more freely*" Adam Ulam has confirmed Coulondre's contemporaneous- 
analysis; ,# By 1938 the situation in the Far East still required the utmost 

watchfulness, but the danger of war * u , had passed* Europe once more occupied 

13 

the main stage," 



(This situation was soon to change, however* In July 1933 serious 



fighting erupted between Russian and Japanese forces at the border area of 
Changkufeng, involving "tens of thousands of troops, planes, and artillery 



19 
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By August,, the Russ jane, had repulsed the Japanese, Ulam writes that "the 

Russi spirited action must have given the Japanese general staff some 

second thoughts about the allegedly debilitating effect of the purges on 

20 

the Soviet military establishment/* Evidently the British were unim- 
pressed by this demonstration. On March 26 , 1939* Chamberlain wrote in his 

diary, !I I have no confidence whatever in (Russia's) ability to maintain an 

. o\ 

effective offensive, even if she wanted Halifax expressed similar 

?? 

sentiments on March 24," From May until August 1939 Soviet forces were 

involved in massive battles with the Japanese along the Mongolian frontier, 

2 a 

They again repulsed the Japanese and gave an "impressive performance/ 1 '^) 

It was in April 1939 that Britain began guaranteeing states in Eastern 

Europe, where she was clearly powerless to act "except," Churchill notes, 

24 

"within the framework of a general agreement with Russia, " r Now Britain 
was willing to negotiate with Russia, but only on the basis that Russia 
commit herself to give unilateral aid subject to Poland's and Rumania's 
approval. The notion was preposterous and, as I will discuss in detail 
later, Britain participated in the negotiations less because she desired 
Soviet military aid than because she hoped the prospect of a pact with 
Russia would give her a diplomatic advantage in coming to terms with Hitler* 
As I will later document, Chamberlain based this policy, in part, on the 
assumption that Poland and Rumania together could defend themselves with 
minimal British and French aid in the event of a German invasion. Yet, on 
April _5i *939, the British Ambassador in Warsaw had provided a wealth of 
intelligence information proving that the state of Polish defense was not 
adequate to resist invasion, "The importance for Poland of a friendly 
Russia is thus of paramount importance , u he wrote. Among the military 
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Intelligence he included in hie report to the Foreign Office were these two 
essential factors; (1) "The attitude of the U*S,S,R. is vital to Poland 
from the point of view of supplies for her armed forces’^ (2) "The Polish 
air force equipment is* ••inadequate (to resist German invasion) but it is 
probably no less inadequate than the equipment of much in the rest of 
Poland's armed forces/'^ 

The sincerity of the whole British attitude toward Soviet military 
effectiveness is brought into question by all of these facts* To say the 
least, the British were selective in accepting or even seeking intelligence 
on which to base an estimate of Russian capabilities as of the middle of 
1938* Regardless of their skepticism at the time of the crisis over 
Czechoslovakia, the British, it must be noted, never took the Russians up 
on their repeated calls for joint action or their pledges to fulfill their 
treaty obligations* If the British genuinely doubted the ability of the 
Red Army but nevertheless contemplated the possibility of standing up to 
Hitler, they would still have had to make an effort to consult directly with 
the Russians on matters about which they were currently only able to specu- 
late on the basis of information they freely admitted was uncertain and un- 
reliable; this they never did. Furthermore, whatever their feelings abput 
the Red tony, the British had no way to make good on their pledges of 1939 
to Poland or Rumania without Russia's aid, and this they did not really want 
until It was too late to secure it. In short, the most that can be said 
about Britain's analysis and conclusions of Soviet military effectiveness 
In the 1938-39 period is that the British leaders operated in a political, 
not objective or factual context. Furthermore, the military advice and 
evaluations offered by the British Chiefs of Staff were significantly in- 
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fluenced by diplomatic considerations. In February 1933, the Chiefs resisted 
pressure for staff talks with French and Belgian military delegations, Such 
talks were a necessary prerequisite to any cooperative defense plans which 
the three nations might make in fulfillment of their mutual treaty obligations, 
let, as Anthony Fden relates: 

In oiir present effort to reach a detente with Germany, the 
Chiefs of Staff armed that it was most important, from the military 
standpoint, that wo should not appear to have both feet in the French 
camp. They therefore considered that the military plans for closer 
collaboration with the French upon concerted measures against Germany, 
however logical they might appear, would bo outweighed by the grave 
risk of precipitating the very situation we wished to avoid, namely, 
the irreconcilable suspicion and hostility of Germany *^6 

Eden’s secretary, Oliver Harvey, was more blunt in his personal diary* Of 

the Chiefs of Staff he wrote ’'They are terrified of any cooperation with the 
27 

French,* 1 If the Chiefs feared alienating Germany by consulting with 
England’s ally, one can imagine their attitude toward the very thought of an 
alliance with the country which Hitler openly called his foremost enemy, the 
Soviet Union* It is therefore not unreasonable to question the integrity 
and impartiality of the evaluations of Russia’s military capacity which the 
Chiefs of Staff provided for the Chamberlain Cabinet* The Chiefs themselves 
in the spring of 1939 were to reverse their position on the value of Russia 
as a military ally, a reversal in which they freely admitted that "strategical 
and political aspects are closely related* Ironically, when Colonel Fire- 
brace wrote his evaluation of the Red Army, he had to account for the differ- 
ence In other countries’ estimates of Russia’s capability to wage war in 
the near future, tfhy should other nations be more optimistic than his? He 
wrote, "in general their opinions are to some extent swayed by their desires « 
Admittedly , this discussion has taken place, out of context* One may 
criticise the British for their apparent unwillingness to seriously evaluate 
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all zt: lilt ary factors relating tc Russia 1 ;; possible participation in an 
alliance guaranteeing East Europe? but this is, in fact, incidental. Whether 
or not the British really believed v: hat they said about Soviet military 
effectiveness , and however questionable the validity or realism of their 
analysis, that belief was not the reason that Britain rejected an alliance 
with Russia, 

Chamberlain, Halifax, Wilson, Hoare, and Henderson (and many others 

involved in making British policy) all had a fundamental hatred of Bolshevism 

and a profound distrust of Russia* Under Secretary of State Alexander 

Cadogan wrote in his diary in 193^ that Chamberlain had. "what amounted to a 

10 

hatred of the Russians," adding that "we have all come to loathe (them), 11 

To the men who made British foreign policy an alliance with the Soviet Union 

recognising Russian interests in Eastern Europe and paving the way for the 

penetration of Bolshevism into that area, was unthinkable, "A thoroughness 

of commitment to Russia," writes one historian of the period, ",,, would have 

31 

been anathema to those in power" in Britain, Describing the flip attitude 
of the British Cabinet toward the 1 939 negotiations with Moscow, another 
prominent analyst writes s "Behind it all was a deep, insuperable aversion 
to Bolshevist (sic) Russia."^ In June 1939 William Bullitt spoke with 
French Foreign Minister Bonnet about the lack of progress in the negotiations 
with Moscow; Bonnet reflected the attitude of the Chamberlain Government 
when he said that "France and England could certainly not consent to giving 

33 

the Soviet Union support for an extension of Bolshevism in Eastern Europe.""' 
Yet up to that time the whole policy of France and England had been based on 
supporting and facilitating the extension of Nasi Germany into Central Europe, 
Chamberlain* c. distrust of Russia exceeded the bounds of reason. On 
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March 20 f 1 « aft or the Russians had called for joint action to guarantee 

Czechoslovakia, he wrote that "the Russians (are) stealthily and cunningly 

pulling all the strings behind the scenes to get us involved in a war with 

Germany * Indeed, to a man who believed this, what difference did Russia's 

offensive military capacity make? A year later, when he was coming around 

to the realisation that some accord with Russia would be necessary if a 

stand against Nazi aggression was to be taken, Chamberlain still could write: 

"I must confess the most profound distrust of Russia-*.* And I distrust her 

motives, which seem to me to have little connection with our ideas of liberty, 

and to be concerned only with getting everyone else by the ears* 11 " 

Nazi Germany certainly had “little connection 1 ' with British “ideas of 

liberty, "and Chamberlain could privately admit to a profound distrust of 

Hitler, Why, then, did Chamberlain try to accomodate Hitler? First, the 

price of opposing Hitler was considered too high to pay* Chamberlain wanted 

to avoid war, especially war over Central or Eastern Europe, an area not 

vital to British Interests and in which the British would need the help of 

Soviet Russia to wage war. He believed that he could pacify Hitler, or at 

least protect Western Europe, by granting Hitler hegemeriy in Central Europe* 

Also, there can be little doubt, as Halifax, Henderson and Wilson freely 

admitted to Hitler, that a strong and anti-Bolshevlk Germany was regarded as 

a benefit and protection for Europe, provided she would cooperate peacefully 

with the capitalist nations* Economically, Chamberlain was always conscious 

36 

of the fact that Germany was “a rising market *“ 

It is fundamental to any understanding of appeasement to point out 
that this policy was not forced on the Chamberlain Cabinet because Rritian 
was militarily unpremred to pursue any other policy? rather, as of the end 
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of Chnnberln In’s first year an Prime Minister, the vulnerable state of 
British defenses was the result of a series of deliberate policy decisions 
based on a strong faith in the rightness and practicality of appeasement, 
Chamberlain was confident that he could circumvent the need for massive 
rearmament by altering the European status quo in a manner acceptable to 
Hitler o 

When Chamberlain assumed office in 193? Britain was hardly capable of 
defending herself militarily* was unable to fulfill her continental commit- 
ments p and did not possess the capacity to produce the armaments necessary 
to expand her military machine. This situation was directly the result of 
the irresponsible manueverings of Stanley Baldwin, who had manipulated the 
issue of rearmament, as he had so many other issues, as a tool for his own 
political advancement, not as a matter of vital interest for his country. 

In Parliament on February 7, 1934 Winston Churchill made a plea for 
the expansion of British air power in the face of an expansionist-minded 
and rearming Germany! should "the means of threatening the heart of the 
British Empire pass into the hands of the present rulers of Germany 11 England 
would loose her "freedom of action and independence," Prime Minister Baldwin 
responded with the pledge that 

If all our efforts for (a disarmament) agreement fall,,, then 
arty Government of this country — a National Government more than any, 
and this Government-will see to it that in air strength and air 
power this country shall no longer be in a position inferior to any 
country within striking distance of its shores, 37 

When Churchill and some of his colleagues declared in Commons on November 

28, 1934 that British military preparations were insufficient and that by 

1937 the Germans would possess superior air power, Baldwin responded that 

the projections of the Air Kin is try belied Churchill’s arguments, and that 
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Churchill *s "figures are considerably ©Macerated . nJ Baldwin's lack of 

foresight was striking. By May 22 of the following year he was forced to 

admit that his estimates for the future were "completely wrong* Wo were 

39 

completely misled on that subject 7 In the general election of October 

1 935 » Baldwin played both sides of the fence on the rearmament issue, 

pleasing those who favored sanctions against Italy by speaking "in strong 

terms of the need for rearmament," and then, "very anxious to comfort the 

professional peace-loving elements in the nation, H declaring to the Peace 

40 

Society "I give you my word there will be no great armaments." By the 

end of 1936 Britain was seriously behind Germany in air power* and Churchill 

"severely reproached" Baldwin for failing to keep his pledge that Britain 

would never become inferior in air power to any nation within striking 

distance. This prompted Baldwin's famous speech of November 12, 1936 in 

which he "carried naked truth about his motives into indecency" by hiding 

behind a pacifist sentiment which he probably more than any other politician 

had helped create by misinforming his people about German rearmaments 

Supposing I had gone to the country and said that Germany was 
rearming, and that we must rearm, does anybody think that this pacific 
democracy would have reallied to that cry at that moment? I cannot 
think of anything that would have made the loss of the election from 
my point of view more certain,^ 

Churchill was right when he wrote that "the passionate desire for peace which 

animated the uninformed, misinformed majority of the British people... is no 

42 

excuse for political leaders who fall short of their duty," 

Chamberlain too opposed any full scale rearmament, for a wide variety 
of reasons, At the heart of his opposition seems to have been an unwilling- 
ness or inability to recognise the militant ambitions of Hitler and the 
untenable diplomatic position into which Britain would be forced vis a vis 
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Germany if she did not keep pace with the latter's rearmament* Chamberlain 
and his supporters feared the economic consequences of putting the country 
on a war production basis, and they reasoned, in the face of significant 
if small opposition, that the international situation simply did not warrant 
such a commitment on Britain's part* At the end of 1936 Halifax expressed 
this general sentiment in response to a call by Churchill for the establish- 
ment of a Ministry of Supply, Halifax, then in the House of Lords, main- 
tained that the European situation was not sufficiently grave to warrant 
transforming Britain into an “armed camp*** 

What is quite certain is that in the process you would gravely 
dislocate trade, Budgets, general finance, and the general credit of 
the country. Are we in fact to judge the question so serious that 
everything has to give way to the military reconditioning of our 
Defense Forces? Such a conclusion, in fact, appears to me to rest 
on premises, not only of the inevitability, but of a degree of cer- 
tainty as to the early Imminece of war, which I an not prepared to 
accept ,^3 

As Chancellor of the Exchequer, Chamberlain was concerned with the 
economic aspects of Britain's armaments program, and he was exasperated at 
the lack of a consistent policy defining the role and eventual size of each 
of the military services. At one of the last meetings of the Baldwin Cabinet, 
on April 28, 1937* Chamberlain called attention to the constantly rising 
estimates of military spending and the Cabinet's failure to agree upon a 
definite policy* According to the Cabinet's minutes, "he warned the Cabinet 
that we were approaching the time when he would have to propose a fixed 

_ LlLl 

limit to which the Services would have to conform," The idea that Britain 
must adopt an armaments policy which fell within a financial ceiling reflected 
Chamberlain's concern that full rearmament was economically unacceptable* 

In reviewing the year 193? in his diary entry for February 19* 1933, Chamber- 
lain expressed this concern: 
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Again, our own am: ament programme continued to grow, and to 
pile up our financial commitments to a truly alarming extent. . a 
the annual cost of maintenance , after w r e had finished rearmament, 
seemed likely to be more than we could find without heavily Increased 
taxation for an indefinite period .^5 

As Anthony Eden has written in his Memoirs: 

'■ A difficulty which confronted the British Government at this 
period was that a high priority .* .was placed on the maintenance of 
our economic stability. This argument found particular favour with 
the Prime Minister and was constantly used by the Treasury, but It 
certainly made difficulties for the Service departments, whose 
political chiefs and staffs had to spend many hours trying to curb 
their demands wihin Treasury figures which had no particular signifi- 
cance in terms of defense,^ 0 

In a memorandum of Devember 1937. Thomas Inskip, Minister for the 
Coordination of Defense, defended the philosophy that economic strength was 
in itself a deterrent to war, of more value In fact than bankrupting re- 
armament ; 

The maintenance of credit facilities and our general balance 
of trade are of vital importance, not merely from the point of view 
of our strength in peace time, but equally for purposes of war. 

This country cannot hope to win a war against a major power by a 
sudden knockout blow: on the contrary, for success we must contem- 

plate a long war# . . .Pie must therefore confront our enemies with the 
risks of a long war, which they cannot face. If we axe to emerge 
victoriously from such a war, it is essential that we should enter 
it with sufficient economic strength to enable us to make the fullest 
uses of the resources overseas, and to withstand the strain,^? 

The implications of this philosophy were that limitations would have 

to be placed upon the extent and nature of rearmament and, consequently, the 

preservation of peace would have to be undertaken almost solely through 

diplomacy. As Chamberlain wrote In early 1938. "From the first I have been 

UR 

trying to improve relations with the 2 storm centers, Berlin and Borne, 11 
Indeed, if Britain were to pursue a policy in which she deliberately deprived 
herself of the means to resist the demands of Hitler and Mussolini, she 
would have to bargain (from a position of weakness) to achieve a new status 
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quo in Europe and her colonial empire, acceptable to the two dictators, 

When the British Ambassador to Rome warned Sir Robert Vans! it art of "the 

truculent and aggressive attitude of Italy in the Mediterranean", the 

Cabinet net on July 7, 1937 to consider the issue, Thomas Inskip inquired 

as to how far this warning should affect Britain defensive arrangements* 

Chamberlain, according to the Cabinet minutes, "thought there was veiy 

little that could be done to improve matters. The real counter to Italy 9 s 

disquieting attitude was to get on better terms with Germany." The Cabinet 

49 

concurred with the Prime Minister's views. By the end of 1937 $ the view 
that diplomacy would have to defend British interests in place of full 
military preparations had crystal ised into a policy acknowledged and approved 
by each Cabinet member except Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden* 

Eden did not particularly object to efforts at improving relations with 
the Axis powers , but he viewed such diplomatic attempts as futile and humil- 
iating unless backed up by sufficient military power. In a private meeting 
with Chamberlain on November 8, 1 937 * Eden expressed his conviction that 
"rearmament must go faster, », .Unless it were known that we were rearming 
effectively, our efforts in international sphere today were useless," As 
Eden recorded in his diary, "N.C. did not, I think, share my view and clearly 
had the financial situation much in mind, 1 '^ A week later, a friend of 
Oliver Harvey spoke with Chamberlain’s confident, Horace Wilson, about the 
Prime Minister’s deteriorating relationship with his Foreign Secretary. 
According to Wilsin, Chamberlain denied any personal hostility, but "at the 
same time F,M, DID think his own policy of using every opportunity of getting 
together with the dictators was right and that he was determined to go on 
with it. P * H , gneuinely thought A.E. (den) was wrong,., 
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Dtiring November 193? the British Chiefs of Staff completed a secret 
memorandum entitled, "A Comparison of the Strength of Great Britlan With 
That of Certain Other Nations As At January 193&* 11 The outlook expressed 
in this report was bleak, especially in its judgement that France and Russia, 
the only .two major nations with whom Britain could ally in the event of war 
with Germany , Italy or Japan, were not sufficiently militarily prepared to 
be depended on should war erupt. The report's conclusion was highly politi- 
cal, and provided a strong reinforcement for the sentiments already expressed 
by Chamberlain and his supporters! 

From the above report it will be seen that our Naval, Military 
and Air Forces, in their present stage of development, are still far 
from sufficient to meet our defensive commitments, which now extend 
from Western Europe through the Mediterranean to the Far East,,j,So 
far as Germany is concerned, as our preparations develop, our defense 
forces will provide a considerable deterrent to aggression. But the 
outstanding feature of the present situation is the increasing prob- 
ability that a war started on any one of these three areas may extend 
to one or both of the other two. Without overlooking the assistance 
which vre should hope to obtain from France, and possibly other allies, 
we cannot foresee the time when our defense forces will be strong 
enough to safeguard cur territory, trade and vital interests against 
Germany, Italy and Japan simultaneously. We cannot therefore, ex- 
aggerate the importance, from the point of view of Imperial defense, 
of any political or international action that can be taken to reduce 
the numbers of cur potential enemies and to gain the support of 
potent iai allies , 5? 

This secret report was discussed on December 2, 193? at a meeting of 
the Committee of Imperial Defense, a Cabinet sub- committee, Anthony Eden 
took issue with the Chiefs of Staff's report. Pointing to the union of 
Germany, Italy and Japan in the anti-Comintern pact, Eden suggested that 
it would "be a mistake to try to detach any one member" of the pact "by 
of fere of support or acquiescence in the fulfillment of their aims." His 
conclusion! "it might be more in keeping with our honour and dignity to 

<.53 



pursue a policy of armed strength 



This position met with severe 
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opposition, especially from Chancellor of the Exchequer Simon , who pointed 
out that "we are in process of spending of lJOO millions on our defense, , ,, 

It is clear that wo cannot go on spending at this rate forever , and a 
political adjustment with one or more of our political enemies is absolutely 
vital , rK ' Chamberlain firmly expressed his agreement with the Chiefs of 
Staff, M To contemplate basing our defensive preparations on the possibility 
of a war with Italy, Germany and Japan simultaneously was to set ourselves 
an impossible problem," he said,^ He repeated the view which he had often 
expressed, namely that "Germany was the real key to the question" j relations 
with Germany would have to be improved. Furthermore he stated his intention 
not to repeat Baldwin's pledge to maintain air parity with Germany, for he 
#4 did not consider it necessary to have precise equality in every class of 
aircraft."^ 

The broad issue was put before the full Cabinet on December 22. 

Halifax made a strong appeal in favor of the Prime Minister’s position! 

,,.we are faced with the possibility of three enemies at once. 

The conclusion which I draw,,, is that this throws an immensely heavy 
burden on diplomacy and that we ought to make every possible effort 
to get on good terms with Germany. 57 

The Cabinet voted in support of Chamberlain, They recognised "factors of 
economic resources and stability as being essential to the strength and 
fulfillment of the Defense programmes f M and approved a set of defense prior- 
ities which deprived Britain of an army for a continental role and postponed 

58 

final decision on a policy for the expansion of the Air Force. 

In pursuit of a far-reaching agreement with Hitler, Chamberlain sent 
Halifax to Germany, in response to a German initiative, in November 1937* 
Although Eden was still Foreign Secretary, Chamberlain did not trust him with 
the delicate task of building the framework of an agreed: ent with Hitler, 
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+ Fden, whose influence in the making of British Foreign policy had seriously 
waned, attempted to instruct Halifax in an effort to assure that British 
interests were not compromised in these unofficial discussions with Hitler* 

At the end of October, Eden told Halifax to "confine himself to warning 
comment on Austria and Czechoslovakia 1 ’ so as "to discourage German inter- 
vention in these two states *"^ Later he instructed that "it is essential 
to avoid giving the impression of our being in pursuit of" Hitler*^ 0 Halifax 
ignored both these instructions 0 

On November 1 9 » 1 937 f Halifax met with Hitler and explained the policy 
of cooperation that his government wished to pursues The object was "to 
achieve a better understanding between England and Germany by means of per- 
sonal talks with the Fuhrer" for "a comprehensive and frank discussion of 
all questions affecting the two countries" with a view toward "completely" 
removing the "existing misunderstandings . " Halifax told Hitler that "he 
and other members of the British Government were fully aware that the Fuhrer 
had not only achieved a great deal inside Germany herself, but that, by 
destroying Communism in his country, he had barred its road to Western 
Europe, and that Germany therefore could rightly be regarded as a bulwark 
of the West against Bolshevism." He assured Hitler that Britain would exer- 
cise her influence to see that "the errors of the Versailles dictate,-. be 
rectified," He solicited Hitler's views on the League and disarmament and 
added; 

All other questions could be characterized as relating to changes 
in the European order, changes that sooner or later would probably 
take place* To these questions belonged Danzig, Austria and Czecho- 
slovakia* England was only interested that any alterations should be 
effected by peaceful evolution, so as to avoid methods which might 
cause far-reaching disturbances, which were not desired by either 
the Fuhrer or by other countries* 



This was hard 3 y a "warning" to Hitler. As Eden later implied, it was 
more a signal that Britain would acquiesce in any changes in the status quo 
in Eastern Euiope which Germany could effect without resorting to war* 

Eden recall ed* 



I wished that Halifax had warned Hitler more strongly against 
intervention in Central Europe. "Alterations through the course of 
peaceful evolution" meant one thing to Halifax and probably something 
quite different to the Fufrrer* Hitler was capable of taking this as 
giving him freedom to increase subversive Haci activity in Austria, 
or to stir up the grievances of the Sudeten Germans.^ 

Eden clearly exaggerated Halifax's naivite, for Halifax was quite aware of 

the implications of what he told Hitler, as his own memorandum of the con^ 

versation reveals : 

As regards Austria and Czechoslovakia, I formed the impression 
that Germany believes time to be on her side, in the sense that the 
strong magnet will sooner or later attract the steel filings lying 
about within reach of its attraction, and intends to assist this 
process as far as possible * 0 ^ 

In the course of his conversation with Halifax, Hitler raised the colonial 
question, demanding the return of Germany's former colonies, and hinting at 
deals by which he might gain portions of other colonial empires. He justified 
his rearmament in terms of the danger of Soviet Russia, clearly implying 
that Russia's presence prevented a change in Germany's armament policy. 

Halifax concluded by expressing Chamberlain's wish that this discussion be 
followed "by further talks on individual questions*" "All that was needed," 
he said, "was that both sides should have one aim in view, namely, the 
establlshement and consolidation of peace in Europe." 

Chamberlain was elated at the "great success" of Halifax's visit 
"because it achieved its object, that of creating an atmosphere in which it 
is possible to discuss with Germany the practical questions involved in a 
European settlement," In his diary entry of November 26, 193?, Chamberlain 



expressed, his confidence in Hitler's and Goer lug* s wish not to make wax at 
present * He wrote t 

Of course, they want to dominate Eastern Europe; they want 
as close a union with Austria as they can get without Incorporating 
her in the Reich, and they want much the same things for the 
Sudetendeutsche as we did for the U it landers in the Transvaal#.** 

I don’t see why we shouldn't say to Germany, "give us satisfactory 
assurances that you won’t use force to deal with Austrians and 
Czechoslovakians, and we will give you similar assurances that we 
won’t use force to prevent the changes you want, if you can get 
them by peaceful means . 

Thus, Chamberlain clearly approved of German hegemony in Eastern Europe, 
secured by "peaceful means/ 1 which really included any means short of open 
warfare * 

The first real challenge to Chamberlain’s complacency came in mid- 
February, when Hitler met with Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg at Berchtes- 
gaten and presented a series of ultimatums threatening Austria's independence 
The immediate reaction of Unde rs ecretary Cadogan was typical of the Cabinet 
in general : "I almost wish Germany would swallow Austria and get it over* 

She is probably going to do so anyhow — anyhow we can't stop her* V/hat f s all 
this fuss about?"^ Schuschnigg appealed to Britain for help, but the 
Cabinet knew it was in a position to do nothing to stop Hitler. William 
Strang, head of the Central Department of the Foreign Office, analyzed the 
situation and concluded: 



do not possess the means to prevent Germany from treating 
Austria and Czechoslovakia as satellite states, .neither we nor the 
French possess the of fens ivg power to prevent Germany from working 



her will in Central Europe, 



Of course, Chamberlain had no intention of opposing Hitler's designs on 
Austria. He merely wished to see Hitler get his way without war, and now 
Hitler's actions drove hone the point that the British wore simply not in 
a position to stop Hitler if he wanted war. By February 19, the Cabinet 
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had written off Austria. A Foreign Office memorandum of that date stated 
that "we must assume that Austria is doomed as an independent state,"^ 

On Karel i 8, 1938, the British Ambassador in Berlin, Neville Henderson 
met vrith Hitler for further discussions on the "broad outline (of) an 

Z Q 

attempt at a solution suggested by the British Government." He stressed 
Britain's willingness to abide by changes in Europe, provided they were 
effected without resort to war, and he said that "the purpose of the British 
proposal was to contribute to" a settlement which avoided war# Hitler, who 
was preparing to take over Austria in a week, spoke in more detail about 
his wishes in Eastern Europe* Again he raised the spec tor of an attack by 
Russia, saying that "German rearmament was made necessary by Russia." He 
insisted on complete freedom of action in Eastern Europe and, apparently 
playing on the well-voiced British dread of war, he made it clear that if 
Britain opposed his designs in the East, she would force him to make wars 
"if England continued to oppose the German effort to achieve a just and 
reasonable settlement here, then the moment would come when it would be 
necessary to fight." Hitler warned Henderson that "if explosions from with- 
in were to occur in Austria or Chechoslovakia, Germany would not remain 
neutral but would act with lightening speed." This was a thinly veiled 
threat, since Nazi subversion through "fifth columns" in Austria had created 
a situation where Hitler could, at his whim, trigger violence which would 

provoke suppression and would thus "justify" his taking action against 

69 

Austria . Hitler found a sympathetic listener in Henderson when he charged 
that agreements with "so barbaric a creation as the Soviet Union" were "as 
good as worthless*" He criticized the admission of Russia into Europe 
through her treaties with Prance, Czechoslovakia and Poland, and reminded 
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Henderson that bin (Hitler's) long-standing proposals on disarmament "had 

in mind a union of Europe without Russia." 

On March 10, 1 93^ » the net-: foreign Minister, Ribbentrop, wrote Hitler 

from Tondon that a definite and unmistakable trend In British foreign policy 

had become apparent sines the Halifax visit in November 1937; "It looks as 

if Chamberlain and Halifax want to try to reach a peaceful understanding 

among the four Great Powers of Europe without the Soviet Union The 

same day, Erich Kordt , Ribbentrop's private secretary, spoke with Sir Horace 

Wilson in London. Wilson was Chamberlain's "principal confidant and agent," 
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in hot n foreign and economic matters. In discussing a four-power agree^ 

ment with Kordt, Wilson said, according to Kordt, "Russia ought to be left 

out entirely at the present time* In his (Wilson's) opinion the system 
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there was bound 'to melt away' some day*" r 

The following day, March 11, Hitler delivered an ultimatum to Schusch- 
nigg, who had, in desperation, announced a plebiscite to determine whether 
Austria should be incorporated into the Belch or remain independent. On 
March 12 f Nazi troops marched into Austria. Chamberlain received the news 
of the German ultimatum while he and Halifax were dining with Ribbentrop on 
the 11th. Halifax could not conceal his indignation at this time. However, 
later that evening, Chamberlain called Bibbentrop to a private meeting at 
which he asked the Foreign Minister to convey a message to Hitler; "It had 
always been his desire to clean up German-British relations. He had now made 
up his mind to realise this aim,,* .this was his sincere wish and firm determi- 
nation," Chamberlain, whose apparent sincerity impressed the cold and 
skeptical Ribbentrop, concluded by saying that "once we had all got past 
this unpleasant affair and a reasonable solution had been found, It was to 
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be hoped that we could begin working in earnest toward a German-British 
73 

understanding, ^ 

March 12 was a sad day for Chamberlain, not because the Austrians had 
lost their independence without even the facade of a plebiscite, but because 
Hitler had behaved in a way inconsistent with Chamberlain's wishes | he had 

7 4 

excluded a "reasonable solution" by resorting to the use of military force* 

As Chamberlain and Halifax agreed, "what it was necessary to condemn was 
the method , H not the aim*^ Chamber lain * s diary entry for March 1 3 is quite 
frank t 



It is perfectly evident, surely, now that force is the only 
argument Germany understands, and that collective security cannot 
offer any prospect of preventing such events, until it can show a 
visible force of overwhelming strength, backed by determination to 
use it. And if that is so, is it not obvious that such force and 
determination are most effectively mobilised by alliances, which 
don't require meetings at Geneva, and resolutions by dozens of small 
nations who have no responsibilities? Heaven knows, I don't want to 
get back to alliances, but if Germany continues to behave as she has 
done lately, she may drive us to it*#**For the moment we must abandon 
conversations with Germany, we must show our determination not to be 
bullied by announcing some increase or acceleration in rearmament, 
and we must quietly and steadily pursue our conversations with Italy* 

If we can avoid another violent coup in Czechoslovakia, which ought 
to be feasible, it may be possible for Europe to settle down again, 
and some day for us to start peace talks again with the Germans .?& 

This statement deserves close scrutiny* Chamberlain readily admits 

that if Germany continues to behave as she did in Austria, she could be 

opposed only by alliances outside of the League, Of course, there was no 

tangible reason to believe that Hitler would change his ways; up to this 

point he had openly and unilaterally broken numerous treaty provisions. 

There was every reason to believe that he could not be trusted to keep his 
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word, and even Chamberlain called him "utterly untrustworthy and dishonest," 
Yet, Chamberlain here claims that he does not want to resort to alliance 
politics* This statement prompts the inference that he does not want to 



resort to an alliance with the Soviet Union, the one country whose aid would 
be essential If "a visible force" were to be mustered to stop Hitler where 
he was currently expanding, In the east, where Britain and France could show 
little determination and even less force » Chamberlain's efforts to secure 
a far-reaching understanding with Germany seem to bely his professed reluc- 
tance to engage in alliances* The latter part of the quoted passage reveals 
how much Chamberlain still depended on appeasement, to the virtual exclusion 
of all other alternatives* The key Is his wish to avoid a "violent" coup 
In Chechoslovakia; if the Germans could achieve their ends by any means short 
of open violence, Chamberlain would approve and could continue talks. 

The events of the next week support this analysis. At a Cabinet meeting 
on March 12 Chamberlain expressed his anger at the German move, but cooled 
enough to state that "the next question was how we were to prevent an occur- 
rence of similar events in Chechoslovakia, On March 1^, Chamberlain con- 
demned Germany's action in a speech before Parliament; however, as Halifax 
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made clear, England would do nothing to oppose the German move » which 
meant that France could not act and there was no chance for collective 
security to function. Chamberlain, with the approval of the Cabinet, had 
decided not to show any "determination not to be bullied"; Instead of announ- 
cing "some increase or acceleration in rearmament", he announced that he 
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would order a "fresh review" of the British defense program. On March 12, 

Still stinging from the impact of Hitler's move, many Cabinet members and 

British officials became sensitive to Britain's militarily weak position. 

Even before German troops marched into Austria, Halifax exclaimed to Harvey 

and Cadogan, "the only thing they understand is force. A vrarning will be 
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useless unless accompanied by a threat to use force which we cannot do." 
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With Austria out of the way, Cadogan reflected, "we nay be helpless as 

regards Czechoslovakia, etc. T hat is what I want to get considered, “ 

General Edmund Ironside wrote in his diary on March 13 f “The moral for us 

is that force is the only thing which tells with these two gangsters * If 

we are not ready to meet this force, then we shall go under. We have had 

ample warning, One of the primary topics of discussion at the March 12 

Cabinet meeting was the “possibility of some expansion and acceleration of 

our defense forces*” The general view was that Air Force and anti-aircraft 

defenses should receive first priority. However, by the following day the 

mood of the Cabinet was against any change in armament plans, Simon argued 

against a change for economic reasons, and was supported by Thomas Inskip 

who asserted that any expansion of the Air Force “would wreck the armaments 

program recently adopted by the Cabinet** 1 Halifax spoke for prudence in 

saying that “the events of the last few days had not changed his own opinion 

as to the German attitude towards Britain. He did not think it could be 

claimed that a new situation had arisen,” Chamberlain simply put off the 

Bit 

issue and decided to announce a mere “review of the defense programme 
If Chamberlain and Halifax really believed that force was the only thing 
Hitler understood, they knew Hitler would not be impressed by the impending 
“fresh review, “ 

On March i?, Litvinov made a formal statement to the press, describing 
the new danger faced by the smaller states bordering Germany as wall as the 
larger states. He announced i 

I can therefore state on (behalf of the Soviet Government) that 
so far as it is concerned it is ready as before to participate in 
collective actions, which would be decided upon jointly with it and 
which would aim at checking the further development of aggression 
and at eliminating the increased danger of a new world war. It is 
prepared immediately to take up in the League of Nations or outside 
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of it the discussion with other Powers of the practical measures which 
the circumstances demand* It may be too late tomorrow, but today the 
time for it is not yet gone if all the States, and the Great Powers 
in particular, take a firm and unambiguous stand in regard to the 
problem of the collective salvation of. peace, ^5 

On the same day, an official version of Litvinov’s remarks, identified as 

representing the views of the Soviet Goverment, were presented to the British 

Foreign Office by Soviet Ambassador Kaisky. 86 

Adam UXam's evaluation of this Soviet proposal is worthy of quotations 

The Soviet move of E-!arch 1? is supremely important* »* (in that} 
it meant exactly what it said* This was no call for a crusade against 
Hitler, for overthrowing him, or for wresting Austria from his grasp 
***,The note reflected the Soviet belief, which was then shared by 
many in the West, that a firm enough guarantee of Czechoslovakia by 
the three Great Powers would make Hitler back down , &? 

1 would add one further observation to Ulam’s analysis* Doubtlessly, Stalin 
hoped that a three-power guarantee of Czechoslovakia would deter Hitler; 
however, he was also anticipating the contingency that Hitler might still 
risk war over the Sudetens, The critical part of the Litvinov proposal is 
the declaration of readiness to discuss "practical measures which the cir- 
cumstances demand. 11 The circumstances had already been described in the 
proposals Czechoslovakia was the country now directly threatened. Further- 
more, Litvinov claimed to make the proposal, in part, because of his country’s 
responsibilities under treaties with France and Czechoslovakia. 88 Thus, the 
discussion of "practical measures" for the possible defense of Czechoslovakia 
could mean only one thing; arranging. for the passage of Soviet troops 
through Eastern Europe. For the countries involved, especially Poland and 
Rumania, this was seen as a fate worse than Nazi domination. There is no 
doubt that arms would have to be twisted before the governments of Eastern 
Europe would consent to allowing Soviet troops on. their soil; there is also 
no doubt who would have to do the arm-twisting— Britain and France. 
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In the next six months, Britain and France would obligingly twist many 
arms to force a small nation to do something utterly against its will and 
destructive of its independence* They did it not to secure an alliance 
with Russia, but rather to sat If y every demand of Hitler. 

The Soviet proposal for collective action, with the provision for 
working outside of the league, was really what Chamberlain, in his March 13 
diary entry, admitted was "the only argument Germany understands/ 1 Yet, as 
early as March 14, in his speech before Parliament, Chamberlain revealed 
his determination not to stand up to Hitler* On March 20, he recorded his 
despair at the world situation* Of the Russians, whose proposal was then 
in British hands, he could say nothing more than that they were clandestinely 
trying to involve England in a war with Germany, He admitted that he had 
entertained the idea of a "Grand Alliance," but rejected it because it was 
not practicable, "You have only to look at the map, 11 he wrote, "to see that 
nothing that France or we could do could possibly save Chechoslovakia, from 
being overrun by the Germans, if the wanted to do it,,,, Russia is 100 miles 
away,"^ That England and France could do nothing for Czechoslovakia was 
obvious; what Chamberlain did not mention with regard to Russia is that she 
was the only country who could conceivably send troops to Czechoslovakia, 

The crucial observation was not that Russia was 100 miles away, but that 
permission would have to be secured before her troops could travel across 
those 100 miles. Even at that, her air force was stronger than Germany *s 
and Chamberlain himself had been a strong advocate of the decisive influence 
of air power in the "next war," Yet there is no indication that Chamberlain 
evaluated any of these military considerations#^ 0 He concluded his self- 
serving analysis of March 20 with these lines; "I have therefore abandoned 
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any Idea of giving guarantees to Czechoslovakia, or the French in connection 



The formal British reply to the Soviet proposal was nothing better than 
an indelicate snub. Dated March 24, it rejected Litvinov f s suggestions for 
deter mining "the practical measures required to check the further development 
of aggression, and to counteract so far as possible the increasing danger of 
war » " The reply expressed Britain f s “warm* 1 wish for an international con- 
ference at which "all European states would consent to be represented* 14 
This, of course, was an impossibility with Hitler and Mussolini in power* 

The following lines were a clear insult to the Soviets: 

In the present circumstances, however, it would not appear that 
such a meeting could be arranged, A conference only attended by some 
of the European Powers, and designed less to secure the settlement of 
outstanding problems than to organise concerted action against aggres- 
sion, would not necessarily, in the view of His Majesty's Government, 
have such a favorable effect upon the prospects of European peace*? 2 

Furthermore, that same day, in explaining the British reply in the House of 

Commons, Chamberlain asserted that the Soviet plan would "aggravate the 

tendency towards the establishment of exclusive groups of nations which 
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must,,, be inimical to the prospects of European peace, The thrust of the 
British position is quite apparent: the Soviet Union is not a European 

power and must not be permitted to become one. There is simply no other way 
to reconcile the blatant contradiction inherent in the British position i 
on the one hand striving for a four-power understanding between Britain, 
Germany, France and Italy, excluding Russia , and on the other, rejecting 
the Russian proposal on the basis that it would tend to create "exclusive 
groups of nations 

British policy after the Anchluss followed tvfo lines. The first was 
to 1 riously pursue negotiations with Italy J for the purpose of driving 
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with her obligations to that country. 
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Kussolini away from Hitler and weakening the Axis, The negotiations, which 
had begun in earnest in February 1933 after Bden*s resignation, were con- 
cluded on April 16 with an agreement to settle all matters dividing England 
and Italy, dependent on Italy's withdrawal from Spain, Chamberlain re- 
joiced that "the Anschluss and the Anglo -Italian agreement together have 
given the Home-Berlin axis a nasty The second line of policy was 

to assure the peaceful settlement of Hitler # s claims against Czechoslovakia 
and the Sudeten Germans, given Chamberlain f s determination not to go to war 
over the Czechs, In the immediate aftermath of the Austrian invasion the 
Cabinet looked toward the future and discerned two basic policy alternatives j 
Britain could assume new responsibilities towards Czechoslovakia, which 
would entail accelerated rearmament and new defensive alliances, or she 
could work to help Germany achieve her aims in Central Europe without va t * 

At a meeting of the Sub-Cabinet Foreign Affairs Committee Halifax presented 
the choice as one between full mobilization on the one hand and taking a 
firm attitude with France that "she would be well advised to exert her in- 
fluence in Prague in favour of an accomodation" on the other, Chamberlain 
spoke strongly in favor of the latter alternative, stressing the difficulty 
of aiding Czechoslovakia in the event of war and arguing that "If Germany 
could obtain her desiderata by peaceful methods, there is no reason to 
suppose that she would reject such a procedure in favour of violence 
Halifax also favored pressuring Prague, and in a position paper dated March 
18 he argued against new commitments to Czechoslovakia directly or through 
a treaty network with France or Russia, for such a course would involve an 
acceleration of rearmament and perhaps turn the economy over to a war basts 
By April 1, Halifax was holding conversations with his assistants as to 
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"what concessions we might urge on Czech Government to make to Sudeten.* 1 ^ 

"It was thus a foregone conclusion/ 1 writes one historian, "when Anglo- 

French talks in London on 28-2g April produced a decision to put pressure 

on Benes to settle the Sudeten question/' 98 On .Hay Halifax instructed 

Henderson to inquire, for British consideration, about “the lines of a 

settlement which in (the German) view would be satisfactory to the Sudeten 
99 

Bsutsch." ^ Privately, the British let the Gormans know that they would 
allow the cession of the Sudetenland to Germany provided it was accomplished 
without violence, 41 As in the case of Austria, therefore/ 1 the above-quoted 
historian writes, "Hitler was encouraged by Britain to satisfy the gp^wlng 
clamour of Kazies outside the Reich ," lG0 By the end of April* the British 
and French Governments became principals In the Czech question, and their 
object, writes A, J.P* Taylor, "however disguised, was to exact concessions 
from the Czechs, not to restrain Germany, 

On April 23, while the French and British pondered how to persuade 
Benes to aceeed to German demands, Stalin informed the Czechs i "If requested, 
the U.S.StRi is prepared — in agreement with France and Czechoslovakia— to 

take all necessary measures relating to the security of Czechoslovakia. She 
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disposes of all necessary means for doing so." On Hay 12, Litvinov dis- 
cussed the Czech question with Bonnet in a meeting at Geneva. In response 
to a question from Bonnet as to how Russia could aid Czechoslovakia in view 
of the Polish and Rumanina refusal to allow the passage of Soviet troops, 
Litvinov asserted that, in view of the lack of Soviet influence in these 
countries, it was necessary that Prance obtain permission for this. Lit- 
vinov also suggested just military talks between Soviet, French, and Czech 
general staffs. Bonnet indicated that he accepted the current negative 
position of Poland and Rumania, and the talk terminated. 10 ^ 



There can be 



no doubt about the vehemence of the Polish and Rumanian refusal to permit 
the passage of Soviet troops; both countries informed Bonnet at Geneva in 
ftay that such an attempt would provoke an immediate declaration of war 
against the Soviet Union. The Polish Ambassador to France told William 
Bullitt that if Soviet planes flew over Poland en route to Czechoslovakia 
they would be attacked by the Polish air force. Regardless of this 
opposition, as Taylor correctly notes, "it was indeed no part of Bonnet* s 
policy to make Soviet intervention possible. Quite the contrary, 

Bonnet wished to prevent Soviet intervention. On July 26, 1938 he % told 
William Bullitt and Henry Morgantheau that he was 

attempting to obtain assurance from the Soviet Government that 
if war should come in Central Europe the Soviet Union would posi** 
tlvely not attempt to march armies across the territories of Poland 
and Rumania and would not send airplanes across those territories 
but would confine its assistance to the furnishing of munitions and 
implements of war to the Polish and Rumanian Governments ,186 

France, following Britain's lead, was determined to avoid war at all 
costs. The history of the events culminating in the Munich agreement is 
vitally important in understanding the Cold War. 

The Czech crisis seemed to come to a head on May 20 when widespread 
rumors of German troop movements at the Czech border were met by partial 
Czech mobilization. Immediately Britain and France announced their inten- 
tion to stand by Czechoslovakia, Bonnet declared that France would "provide 
the utmost help" if Czechoslovakia were attacked, and Halifax warned Ribben- 

trop that <r if from any precipitate action" a general conflict were to ensue, 

107 

Britain should not be counted on to stand aside. { These were empty 
promises, as both governments realized* Buring the weekend crisis following 
May 20, Bonnet urged the Czechs to halt their mobilization and assured the 
British Ambassador, Phipps, that "if Czechoslovakia were really unreasonable 
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the French Government might Kell declare that France considered herself 

released from her bond. Furthermore, Bonnet stated "that he would readily 

put any pressure on Czech Government that you (Halifax) might think at any 

moment desirable in order to ensure a peaceful settlement of the Sudeten 
108 

question* 11 This French posit on was in response to the warning from 

Halifax, dated Fay 22 , that, "If.., the French Government were to assume 

that His Majesty's Government would at once take joint military action with 

them to preserve Czechoslovakia against German aggression, it is only fair 

109 

to warn them that our statements do not warrant any such assumption," 

Also, as one historian notes, "it is difficult. ,* to avoid the word servility 

when describing British dealings with Berlin in this" period* On June 1 

" 

Henderson told German State Secretary Weiaacker/ that Britain and France had 
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warned Prague that they would abandon her if she would not listen to reason a 

The British were now feeling the heat. They expected Hitler to act, 

but were not sure when. They deduced that September 12 would be the earliest 

date, and the object of their policy was to force Benes, before September 12, 
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to make the decisive concessions which they felt alone could deter war. 
Chamberlain groped for a solution, wishing to avoid for the British the task 
of coercing Benes, Ultimately, he had to force a British "mediator" on Prague, 
On July 26, he sent Lord Runciman to Czechoslovakia to work out the German- 
Czech problem. In announcing the mission in the House of Commons on that 
date, Chamberlain, in the words of one historian, “lied brazenly and delib- 
erately" by declaring that Prague had requested a mediator and denying that 

113 

Britain had Interfered in the internal affairs of Czechoslovakia, Another 
prominent historian of the Munich period has called Chamberlain's speech "as 
remarkable an example of prevarication as that Chamber can ever have heard, 
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Benes, however, out -maneuvered Runciman by calling in the Sudeten leaders 
on September 4 and promising to give in to their every demand* This con- 
cession by Benes undermined the very pretext by which Hitler planned to make 
war on Czechoslovakia* As Taylor writes, “The Sudeten Germans had a good 

case; they did not possess national equality* • . *By September, thanks to 
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Benes, the bottom had been knocked out of this case*" September 12 did 
not bring th© German aggression anticipated by Britain, but on that date 
Hitler did make a speech demanding the remedy of all Sudeten grievances, 
and th© next day, the Sudeten leaders broke off their negotiations with 
Benes and gave the signal for a revolt, which might have been used by Hitler 
as a pretext for intervention* Again, Eenes succeeded* Within 24 hours, 
he restored order and demonstrated his authority over his entire country* 
While Runciman was presouring Benes, the Soviets affirmed their treaty 
obligations to Czechoslovakia* On September 2, in response to a query by 
the French, Litvinov pledged that the Soviets would fulfill their treaty 
commitments, which obliged them to act in the event that France acted first* 
As to how the Soviets Intended to fulfill their commitments should the situ- 
ation arise, Litvinov proposed immediate staff talks between France, Czechos- 
lovakia and Russia, and suggested that “in view of the negative attitude 
adopted by Warsaw and Bucarest he could see only one practical step, ” an 
appeal to the League of Nations under Article XX to secure the right of 
passage for Soviet troops thixmgh Poland and Rumania* ^ The very idea 
that Czechoslovakia 1 © plight be brought before the League struck fear in 
the hearts of the British and French, for such a move would have undercut 

any efforts at accomodating Hitler* Thus, Bonnet suppressed this element 
1 17 

of the Soviet reply. On September 11, Bonnet saw Litvinov personally at 
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Ceneva, where the latter again raised the issue and said 41 that he would like 

to get the Czech question discussed by an ad hoc committee.” Bonnet and 

R. A* Butler, from the British Foreign Office, discouraged the idea; K Let 

i 1 R 

us hope no more will come of this idea, 1 ' Butler Wired home. Officially, 

119 

the British ignored the Soviet proposal* 

Whether the Soviets were sincere in pledging to fulfill their treaty 

commitments is academic* An early historian of Soviet foreign policy, Max 

Beloff , has asserted that there is 'Very little evidence 11 that the Soviet 

Government ”was preparing its own people for the possibility that it would 

itself be involved in war” over Czechoslovakia* Beloff suggests that M the 

Soviet Union was certain from very early on that France and Great Britain 

would not fight for Czechoslovakia and that Czechoslovakia would not resist 
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without their support*” Fontaine takes a similar position; in reference 
to the Soviet pledges of September 1938 he asks ”wbat good were these words 

121 

if the man who spoke them was convinced that France would not make a move?” 
There is some substance in the skeptical view that the only reason the Soviets 
pledged to fulfill their commitments to Czechoslovakia is that they firmly 
believed they would never have the opportunity to do so* Still, one can not 
overlook certain considerations j 1 ) the Soviets made proposals for measures 
which were clearly not required of them under the terms of their treaties 
with France and Czechoslovakia, such as concerted action including Britain ; 

2) in view of the Soviet attitude toward the League, it would seem that 
Litvinov’s proposal to bring the Czech problem to the attention of the League 
was calculated to put pressure on the British and French to reach some under- 
standing with Russia, and (3) the Soviets really had nothing to gain by 
ms king the proposals they did, and, in fact, stood to lose if they were 



- 58 - 



insincere and Britain and France decided to ^call their Id luff," The Soviet 
position and conduct, whatever its sincerity, is irreproachable, They re- 
peatedly opted for a joint conference between Britain, France and the 

UiS f ",R, "with a view to publishing a declaration which may serve to pro- 
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vent an attack by Germany on Czechoslovakia," " In the event this failed, 
they stated their willingness to enter into military staff discussions which . 
were a necessary first step to fulfilling the Franco-Soviet and Czech-Soviet 
treaties. In short, the Russians did all they could; it was up to France 
to agree to the military talks suggested by Moscow, and it was inconceivable 
that any governments except those of France or Britain could apply the diplo- 
matic pressure necessary to secure the right of passage for Soviet troops 
through Poland and Rumania, 

Yet, while France puhlically clung to her treaties >rith Moscow and 
Prague as vital elements in her foreign policy, privately she "was desper- 
ately anxious for a possible way out of this 1 impasse 1 without being obliged 
to fight By September 13, with the Sudetens in revolt, Bonnet told 

124 

the British Ambassador Phipps that "Peace must be preserved at any price*" 

On September 11, Chamberlain wrote of his opposition to the theory 
that German aggression could be stopped by the threat of force, based on his 
unwillingness to go to war over a country in which Britain was not vitally 
interested.. He added that "another consideration" in his decision not to 
risk war with Hitler involved a "plan" he hadi 

The time for this has not yet arrived, and it is always possible 
that Hitler might act so unexpectedly as to forestall it* That is a 
risk which we have to take, but in the meantime I do not want to do 
anything which would destroy its chance of success because, if it 
came off, it would go far beyond the present crisis, and might prove 
the opportunity for bringing about a complete change in the inter- 
national situation,' “5 
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Whai Chamberlain had in mind was to grant all of Hitler's demands toward 

Czechoslovakia, including separation of the Sudetenland without a plebecite, 

with a view toward resuming efforts for an Anglo-German understanding * On 

September 13 the French Cabinet voted against war, and Bonnet confessed his 

desperation for anything that would preserve peace. This gave Chamberlain 

the opportunity to act. The same day he wrote to Hitler, offering to fly 

12.6 

to Germany overnight for personal negotiations. Hitler accepted, and on 

September 15 the two leaders were conferring at Berchtesgaden. 

It was at this meeting that Chamberlain sealed Czechoslovakia's fate. 

He conceded the principal of detachment of the Sudetenland and made it his 

mandate to secure the approval of his colleagues and the French, As Taylor 

points out, "he did not enquire whether a truncated Czechoslovakia could 

remain independent or what the strategic consequences would be for the 

Western powers \ he did not consider how the national composition of Czechos- 
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lovakia could be ascertained , n In effect, the Czechs were expected not 

only "to surrender territory which they firmly held so that France could 
128 

escape war," but also "to abolish political liberties, suppress free 
speech.,, relinquish her tie with France and Soviet Russia, give up her respon- 
sibilities as a 'grown up* member of the League , • .accept a guarantee by the 
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'principal powers', and enter the German economic system," 

After securing agreement among his colleagues and the French Government, 

Chamberlain presented his terms to Prague on September 19* The Czechs would 

automatically cede all areas with over 5° percent German population to the 

Reich, with boundaries in question to be settled at a later date and possibly 

130 

guaranteed by all bordering countries and Britain and France. At the same 

131 

time, the British tried to prevent the Czechs from mobilizing. 
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thought these terns "pretty stiff — telling him to surrender! 11 The Benes 
Government was in an untenable position , having to chose between the dis- 
memberment of its country or an invasion which it could not withstand alone* 
After receiving the Anglo-French proposals , Benes urgently inquired of the 
French and Soviet Governments whether they would fulfill their treaty com- 
mitments to Chechoslovakia in the event of war? he also asked the Soviets 
if they , would come to the aid of his country under Articles 16 and 1? of 
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the League covenant. The next day, the Soviet Government conveyed the 
following message to Prague* 

With France remaining loyal to the pact* is the U*S.S*R* re- 
solved to help instantly and effectively? The Government replies 
Yes* instantly and effectively, To the second question, whether in 
the event of an appeal being made to the League of Nations s the 
U<S,S.R* is willing to fulfill its duties according to Articles 16 
and l?i the Government replies Yes t in every respect*13^ 

The same day, September 20, Benes rejected the Anglo-French proposals. It 

is doubtful that he did so because he accepted the Soviet assurance, but 
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rather because he was counting on France's aid at the last minute# 

Faced with Benes 1 intrasigence, the British and the French quickly 
delivered an ultimatum to the Czech Government* The Czechs were curtly in- 
formed that England would not go to war and, if war should break out France 
•Mil not fulfill her treaty obligations"; if the Government persisted in 
its refusal to accept the terms offered, "she would bear the responsibility 

for the war*"*^ Prague accepted, and the government of Premier Hozda re- 
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signed In shame* ' 

When Chamberlain met again with Hitler at Godesburg, Hitler declared 
that the previous proposals were no longer sufficient, and that German troops 
must occupy Czech territory by October 1. Why Hitler made this new demand 
is not relevant to this study, and is open to question* He may have wanted 
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to provoke war* Taylor has suggested that Hitler's position was altered 

by the demands of Poland and Hungary for similar concessions for their 

1 aft 

minorities in the Tesin and Slovakia regions of Chechoslovakia* It is 
true that Poland and Hungary were hovering overhead like vultures, as 
Churchill described them, anxious to pick at the carcas of what was once 
Czechoslovakia# 1 "^ Nevertheless, Chamberlain rejected Hitler's utllmatum 
on September 23 f he could not agree to an outright invasion of Czechoslovakia# 
The British and the French, still determined to avoid war, ha ( d to come up 
with some compromise acceptable to Hitler# In the first few days following 
the 23rd this seemed impossible, and war seemed imminent. Halifax, against 
Chamberlain's wish, told the Czechs that there could no longer be any objec- 
tion to their mobilizing* 1 ^ Britain moblizod her fleet, and France called 
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up two categories of her reserves, only about half a million men. The 

Russians informed the French and the Czechs that thirty infantry divisions, 

reinforced with reservists, had been drawn up at her Western frontiers, and 
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that aviation and tank units "are In full readiness," 

The British at first went overboard in their declarations to stand by 

Czechoslovakia# At Churchill's urging, on September 26, the Foreign Office 

Issued a communique stating that if Germany attacked Czechoslovakia, "France 

will be bound to come to her assistance, and Great Britain and Russia will 
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certainly stand by France* 11 Yet, neither France nor Russia had been con- 
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suited In advance, and Bonnet denounced the communique as a foregery. 

The same day, Horace Wilson delivered a special message from Chamberlain to 

Hitler, in which the British repeated France's intention to fight for 
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Czechoslovakia and Britain's obligation to support the French B 
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There are several indications that the Soviets expected a change in 

Anglo-French policy in the days following September 22. In a letter of 

Steptember 23, & British representative at Geneva, Robert Boot hby t summarised 

a conversation with Litvinov. The Soviet Foreign Minister told Boothby 

that he had been in touch with the Czechs during the previous week and had 

assured them that in the event of an attack by Germany, Russia "would give 

them effective aid. Help in the air would certainly be given, but it was 
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more doubtful whether it could be given on land," There is evidence 

14? 

that the Russians sent hundreds of planes to Czechoslovakia during September* 

On the 2 3rd, Halifax wired Butler at Geneva with instructions to contact 
Litvinov and inquires about the intentions of the Soviet Government, Lit- 
vinov repeated the pledge that Russia would come to the aid of Chechoslovakia 
if France did; however, he seemed to attach a new significance to this 
British overture! 

He said he welcomed the fact that we had asked him to talk to 
us, He had for long been hoping for conversations between Groat 
Britain, France and Russia, and he would like to suggest to us in 
this informal conversation that a meeting of the three Bowers men- 
tioned, together with Roumania and any other small Power who could 
be regarded as reliable, should take place away from the atmosphere 
of Geneva,, .and so show the Germans that we mean business, * * ,He 
would be ready then to discuss military and air questions. 1 ^ 

Furthermore, Litvinov told his British associates, in confidence, that the 
Soviet Government had informed Poland that if the latter attacked Czechos- 
lovakia, "pact of non-aggression existing between Poland and Russia would 
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automatically lapse and Russia would take actions, 11 Max Beloff writes 
that "foreign observers in Moscow began to see signs of definite intentions 
to act on the part of the Soviet Government* 1 ' On September 26, the same 
day that the British Foreign Office issued a warning to Germany which men- 
tioned Russia, the Soviets announced for the first time in public that 
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Poland had been warned not to attack Czechoslovakia? also published was the 
text of the Czech-Soviet treaty , emphasizing Russia’s obligation to aid 
Czechoslovakia 6 * 

As in May, the British were insincere in their pledges, Chamberlain 
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and Wilson were willing to accept the Godesburg terms and Chamberlain B s 

central problem was to arrange his acceptance in such a way that he kept 

Hitler from making war while not loosing the popular support of the British 

people g In this context, all the components of the war scare following 

September 22 actually helped Chamberlain gain acceptance for Hitler’s harsher 

demands because the British people now came to feel the flames of war grow 

so hot that they would accept almost anything to extinguish them. The 

British had no confidence in France’s ability to wage war against Germany B 

and on September 27, Halifax urged the French not to move if Czechoslovakia 
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were invaded. Bonnet could not have agreed mores 'Trance will not fight 
with any heart in a hopeless offensive war against Germany, for which she is 
not prepared," ^ That evening, Chamberlain addressed the British people 
and spoke in general terms of avoiding war. After his talk, he received a 
message from Hitler which seemed to offer the possibility of a peaceful 
settlement. In his response, Chamberlain offered to come to Berlin to settle 
the issue with French and Italian representatives, assuring Hitler that "yon 
can get all the essentials without war, and without delay," ^ Simultaneously 
he sent a personal appeal to Mussolini, The following day he was able to 
announce in the Commons that the four powers, Britain, France, Germany and 
Italy were to meet at Munich, 

Russia, who had an unmistakable interest in the settlement of the Czech 
question, was not invited to the Munich meeting. One could devote pages to 
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this apparent diplomatic outrage. Yet, 'the essential observation is that 

Chamberlain could never have arranged the meeting had there been the 
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slightest chance Russia would be invited* Chamberlain wanted to accomo- 
date Hitler, which meant excluding Russia from European affairs* As Deutscher 
has explained, "the unwritten maxim of Munich was to keep Russia out of 
Europe At the Nuremberg trials, Marshal Keitel testified that Germany 
would not have attacked Chechoslovakia in 1938 had the Western Powers backed 
Prague. "The object of Munich,' 1 he said, "was to get Russia out of Europe, 
to gain time, and to complete the German armaments." As for Chamberlain's 
and Halifax's motivation, I note the provacative statement by Andre Fontaine t 
"It was their anti-Soviet prejudices much more than fear of war that explains 
the whole policy that led to Munich."^® I believe this interpretation makes 
a vital distinction which helps clarify the rather tenuous assessment of the 
meaning of Russia's exclusion at Munich which some historians have advanced. 
There can be little doubt that the British policy that led to Munich was 
based. In part, on anti~Bo!shevism and fear of the Soviet Union? it was also 
based on a fear of war, an unwillingness to undertake the preparations for 
war, and a desire to restructure Europe. This was a policy evolved over a 
period of years, usually not in the midst of crises, and never at a stage 
where war appeared imminent in a matter of days. By the time of Godesburg 
ultimatum of September 22, 1938, the exclusion of Russia from Europe was 
merely an assumed aspect of the general policy that Chamberlain sought to 
pursue. The week following September 22 was a period of great crisis, and 
the immediate need of the British, as formulated by Chamberlain and Halifax, 
was to avoid war, Munich was a last ditch effort to prevent war and, at 
the same time, salvage the whole policy of appeasement. The British did not 
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exelude the Soviet Union from Europe at the time of Munich ; they did this 
long "before the Czech crisis , and at Munich they merely reaffirmed their 
determination to keep Soviet Russia detached from European affairs by 
actively pursuing a new European order dictated by Hitler# 

The Czechs fared little better than the Soviets; their representatives 
were present at Munich t but excluded from the four-power talks 0 The negoti- 
ations were relatively brief, and at 2 A*M* on September 3^® a memorandum 

was drawn up and signed which reflected “in essentials the acceptance of the 

I cq 

Godesburg ultimatum Stripped of some of the more brutal aspects of 
Hitler's stiff terms, it still provided for military occupation in five 
stages beginning October 1 to be completed in 10 days*^ 0 The Czech repre- 
sentatives were shown the agreement after it had been signed, and were given 
until 5 P*M* that day to accept or take the consequences of rejection# Of 
course, there was no choice* The Czechs accepted and Benes resigned e 

Chamberlain , at his Initiative t met alone with Hitler on September 3$ * 

The two leaders discussed some outstanding issues between their countries, 
such as disarmament and economic relations with 'Southeast Europe. At the 
end of the meeting, Chamberlain produced a declaration which he had prepared 
earlier and asked Hitler to sign it, which the latter did eagerly# The 
Declaration read as follows: 

We, the German Fbhrer and Chancellor, and the British Prime 
Minister* .are agreed in recognizing that the question of Anglo- 
German relations is of the first importance for the two countries 
and for Europe o 

Vie regard the agreement signed last night, and the Anglo- 
German Naval agreement, as symbolic of the desire of our two 
peoples never to go to war with one another again# 

We are resolved that the method of consultation shall be the 
method adopted to deal with any other questions that may concern 
our two countries, and we are determined to continue our efforts 
to remove possible sources of differences, and thus to contribute 
to assure the peace of Europe* ^ 
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In short, the declaration affirmed that Britain's policy would remain the 
same with respect to seeking an understanding with Germany, and added 
Hitler's approval of and apparent cooperation with the policy, 

Halifax outlinedthe philosophy behind Britain's post-Munich foreign 
policy in answer to a request from Phipps for the British Government's 
attitude toward France's efforts to improve her relationship with Germany, 
Halifax's discussion Is quite illuminating and deserves lengthy quotation; 

Hence forward we must count with German predominance in Central 
Europe ■ . , . 

In these conditions it seems to me that Great Britain and France 
have to uphold their predominant position in Western Europe by the 
maintenance of such armed strength as would render any attack upon 
them hasardous. They should also firmly maintain their hold on the 
Mediterranean and the Hear East,,,, 

The greatest lesson of the crisis has been the unwisdom of 
basing a foreign policy on insufficient armed strength, , * .It is one 
thing to allow German expansion In Central Europe, which to my mind 
is a normal and natural thing, but we must be able to resist German 
expansion In Western Europe or else our whole position is undermined, « , 

The Immediate future must necessarily be a time of more of the 
painful readjustments to the new realities in Europe. While my broad 
conclusion is that we shall see Germany consolidate herself in Central 
Europe, with Great Britain and France doing the same in Western Europe, 
the Mediterranean and overseas, certain factors remain obscure. What 
Is to be the role of Poland and of Soviet Russia? If the Poland of 
Beck,,, can never ally herself with Soviet Russia, and if France.** 
relaxes her alliance with Poland the latter can presumably only fall 
more and more Into the German orbit* Soviet Russia, on the other hand, 
can scarcely become the ally of Germany so long as Hitler lives, 
although there are obvious economic reasons for bringing them together; 
she may choose to go into isolation or else she may prefer to maintain 
contact with the Western Powers through the French alliance. 

There is also the problem raised by possible German expansion 
into the Ukraine. Subject only to the consideration that I should hope 
France would protect herself— and us — from being entangled by Russia 
in war with German, I should hesitate to advise the French Government 
to denounce the Franco-Soviet pact as the future is still far too un- 
certain! Russia, for good or for evil, is part of Europe and we can- 
not ignore her existence, 

Finally, .. .although we do not expect to detach Italy from the 
Axis, we believe the {Anglo- Italian) Agreement will increase Mussolini's 
power of maneuver and so make him less dependent on Hitler, and there- 
fore freer to resume the classic Italian role of balancing between 
Germany and the Western Powers, ^3 
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This document is startling in its frank but hopelessly self-serving 

analysis* Acceptance of Gorman predominance in Central Europe had been and 

would have to be the sine qua non of a policy of cooperation with Hitler, 

Curchill wrote of Chamberlain on November 1?, "he believes that he can make 

a good settlement for Europe and for the British Empire by coining to terms 

l£k 

with Herr Hitler and Signor Mussolini*" Halifax clearly defined the 
areas of interest to Britain % Western Europe * the Mediterranean f and her 
colonies, France was the key to Britain's position In Western Europe* be- 
cause she would inevitably bear the heaviest burden if Hitler ever. struck 
in the VJest. A rearmed and independent France was vital to Britain* Halifax 
wrote* because without French resistance* r, we might have to face alone the 
full weight of German military power in the West," 1 ^ British policy was 
thus based on three inter-related assumptions! (1) sufficient military 
power to dete r an attack on any area of British interest* (2) fulfilling, 
to the degree possible, Hitler's terms, and ( 3 ) maintaining friendly rela- 
tions with Mussolini to have some means of restraining Hitler; these three 
factors would preserve peace and insure the development of a new status quo 
in which British interests, largely commercial and economic, could thrive, 
Halifax had stressed the first two of these assumptions with brutal 
frankness in a discussion with American Ambassador Kennedy on October 12, 

He stated that there was no point in fighting Germany unless Hitler directly 
int erf erred with Britain or her colonies. To deter the risk of war against 
her vital interests, Britain should build up her air strength, Kennedy's 
report continues t 

After that#,* let Hitler go ahead and do what he likes in Central 
Europe# In other words* there is no question in Halifax's mind that 
reasonably soon Hitler will make a start for Danzig, with Polish con- 
currence, and then for Kernel, with Lithuanian acquiescence, and even 
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if he decides to go into Rumania it is Halifax's idea that England 
would never have got into the Czechoslovak situation if it had not 
been for France. 

Eastern Europe and Russia were the snags in the British plan* Halifax's 

suspicion that Poland would fall more into the German orbit was justified at 

the tine, and he was absolutely correct in presuming that Hitler would soon 

"make a start for Danzig"; Ribbentrop began pressing German claims to Danzig 

16? 

in discussions with the Polish Ambassador on October 2^, However , his 

analysis of Russia's position is naive and self-serving* Halifax knew that 
Russia was "part of Europe," but he was apparently unwilling to admit that 
she had any national interests to protect; to him, Russia existed only in- 
sofar as she could be of service to Britain or France* When Halifax wrote 
of the impossibility of a Hazi-Soviet alliance, he did not have in mind an 
alliance against Britain and France, but rather one which would benefit the 
two Western nations, as he made obvious in his follow-up statement that 
"there are obvious economic reasons for bringing them together." Although 
the British were against political cooperation with Soviet Russia, they 
freely acknowledged the value of commercial cooperation j Russia was a huge 
market* If she could somehow be integrated into the European economic 
community through an understanding with a powerful and predominant Hast 
Germany, the economic benefits could be great* Of course, Halifax realized 
that this was not a possibility. What, then, was Soviet Russia to do, faced 
with a hostile and expansionist Germany whose predominance in Central Europe 
was openly encouraged and facilitated by Britain and France and whose domi- 
nation of Eastern Europe seemed inevitable either through military action, 
internal subversion of Nazi fifth columns, or economic assimilation, all of 
which the West and the East European governments would not be depended upon 
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to resist? V/bat was Russia to do when she chared a border with the manical 

German leader who had justified so much of his foreign policy on the basis 

of the "Soviet threat” and his violent anti-Bolshevism? Indeed s could 

Russia tolerate having any of bur bordering states, particularly Poland, 

allied with or subservient to Germany? Obviously, Russia had to protect 

herself; it would not have taken any elaborate intelligence operation to 

discern that after Munich, one of the vital objectives of Soviet diplomacy 

would be to seek such protection, which meant, in any ease, active Soviet 

opposition to the European order Britain was trying to create. Indeed, on 

November 26, 1938, Russia signed an agreement with Poland reaffirming the 

1 932 Polish-Soviet Konaggression Pact* As Ulam has written, "the prospect 

of Poland becoming a German satellite or being conquered by Germany had to 
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be viewed as a mortal danger to the Soviet Union,” 

In this context, Hal if ax* s conjecture about the future courses of 
Soviet policy is a striking example of blindness caused by wishful thinking, 
Russia could either isolate herself or keep in touch with the West "through 
the French alliance," he deduced# One wonders if when Halifax wrote that 
Russia could "choose to go into isolation" he anticipated that the Soviet 
leaders might physically move their country to a new location, for otherwise, 
there was no way that Moscow could "isolate" Russia from Europe B It is 
particularly revealing that Halifax, who had encouraged France to break her 
treaty with Moscow and Prague and who had thus completely undermined the 
tenuous system of alliances which Russia had built in her defense, could 
really believe that Russia would still depend on her alliance with France* 

The British attitude is further revealed by Halifax's advice that France not 
denounce her alliance with Russia because of possible unforeseen future 
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contingencies, provided that France not allow Russia to use the alliance 
to draw the tfest Into a war with Germany. Taylor has concisely translated 
this passage of Halifax *s letters 11 In plain English: Russia should fight 

for British interests, but Great Britain and France should not fight for 
hers . It should be noted that Halifax invoked the Franco-Soviet alli- 
ance in reference to German expansion into the Ukraine & The clear impli- 
cation of his letter to Fhipps, stated more openly in conversation with 
Joseph Kennedy, is that Britain and France should not fight for the Ukraine 
unless Hitler made it untenable for them to stand aside, i*e*, if he engaged 
in "unprovoked aggression" against that region. 

The British were anxious to let the Germans know that they still sought 
a comprehensive agreement, and suggestions of this nature were made even 
during the sensitive man surer ings at the height of the Munich crisis « Sir 
Horace Wilson met with Hitler, Ribbon trap and Henderson in Berlin on September 
27 1 the day before the four powers agreed to meet at Munich, Wilson 

spoke openly with Hitlers 

Many Englishmen, and he was one of them, wished heartily to 
enter into a discussion with Germany on all questions outstanding 
between the two countries *,,# In the opinion of the British, a period 
of great economic prosperity throughout the world must result from 
the settlement of all these questions* On the British side there 
was also the earnest desire for a discussion and an agreement with 
Germany . He , Sir Horace , remembered that the Fuhrer had once des- 
cribed Britain and Germany as bulwarks against the forces of des- 
truction, particularly from the East* He himself and many other 
Englishmen had not forgotten these words, ^7° 

On October 7, Halifax met with the German Ambassador in London, Herbert 
von Dirksen, and expressed his hope that "a further extension of the basis 
for Anglo-German relations found in the Munich conference between the Fuhrer 
and Chamberlain would shortly be made possible," Halifax, however, was 
quite sensitive to the importance of public opinion in enabling the British 
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Covoriment to carry out the policy it desired; thus he was disturbed at 

reports in the British press about the ill-treatment of Sudetens by the 

Germans, At this meeting he told Dirksen "he would be grateful if by means 

of relevant German reports he might be enabled to combat such assertions, 

the spreading of which might in fact hamper the advocates of friendly Anglo- 
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German relations in the realization of their aspirations * 11 

On October 18 t British Home Secretary Sir Samuel Hoare had a meeting 
with Dirksen * Hoare spoke of a four power agreement on a wide range of 
issues , and then ,f let slip the observation that, after a further rapproche- 
ment between the four European Great Powers, the acceptance of certain de- 
fense obligations, or even a guarantee by them against Soviet Russia, was 
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conceivable in the event of an attack by Soviet Russia,” 

Although the experience of Munich gave many members of the Cabinet, 
including Halifax, serious second thoughts about the wisdom of Britain^ 
policy toward Germany and rearmament, Chamberlain seems to have been strength- 
ened in his determination to continue along the same lines « At a Cabinet 
meeting of October 3i "one view, * .strongly held,,, as that we must never 
again allow ourselves to be got into the position in which wo had been for 
the last few weeks, and that every effort should be made to intensify our 
rearmament programme, 11 Halifax expressed his strong support for this view, 
Chamberlain spoke cautiously, as if to soften his dissent ion from the gen- 
eral viewi 

Ever since he had been Chancellor of the Exchequer he had been 
oppressed with the sense that the burden of armaments might break our 
backs. This had led him to try to resolve the causes responsible for 
the armaments race* Ke were now in a more hopeful position, he thought. 
The contacts established with the Dictator Powers opened up the possi- 
bility that we might be able to reach some agreement with them that 
would stop the armaments race. It was clear, however, that it would 
be madness for the country to stop rearming until we were convinced 
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that other countries would act In the same way* For the time being, 
therefore, we should relax: no particle of effort until our defici- 
encies had been made good. That, however, was not the same as say- 
ing that we would embark on a great increase in our armaments 
programme, 

On October 31, Chamberlain was even more emphatic with the Cabinet: 

> Our policy is one of appeasement (he said), We must aim at 
establishing relations with the Dictator Powers which will lead to 
a settlement in Europe and a sense of stability, A good deal of 
false emphasis has been placed,*, in the country and in the Press 
, ,,on rearmament, as though one result of the Munich Agreement has 
been that it will be necessary to add to our rearmament programme, '* 

In the early months of 1939* Chamberlain remained content to maintain 

the same program of rearmament as before Munich; he opposed any effort at 

expansion or redefinition. At a Cabinet meeting of February 2, 1939 he 

became disconcerted with a proposal that six army divisions be equiped for 

a Continental role* owing to the unprepared state of the Army for a war on 

the Continent, Chamberlain argued, 11 An unanswerable case can be made for 

increased armaments in every Service, if the financial aspect is ignored, 

but finance can not be ignored since our financial strength is one of our 

175 

strongest weapons in any war that Is not over in a short time, M 

Toward the end of November 1936 Oliver Harvey spoke with William Strang 
about Britain's post- Munich policy, and his diary entry reveals some inter- 
esting reflections on Chamberlain* s opposition to expanded rearmament, Strang 
explained Chamberlain's philosphy as 

play for time and avoid fighting at all costs except on a 
first-class vital British interest. On the other hand, while 
accepting this reasoning as tenable, W. Strang says the corollary 
is that we should at the same time re-arm as hard as possible, and 
that is what the Government and P . M . are not doing, Strang and I 
agree that the real opposition to re-arming comes from the rich 
classes in the Party who fear taxation and believe Nasis on the 
whole are more conservative than Communists and Socialists; any 
war, whether we win or not, would destroy the rich idle classes 
and so they are for peace at any price, ^^6 
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Thus, in the winter after Munich, Britain was determined to defend 
her vital interests, but she had no intention of fighting in Eastern 
Europe# Accordingly, she almost immediately moved to release herself from 
the rather ambiguous guarantee of the truncated Czechoslovakia she had made 
at Munich# In the protocol of the Munich agreements Britain and France 
announced that they stood by their original offer for an international 
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guarantee of Czechoslovakia's new borders against unprovoked aggression# 

Such a guarantee was virtually meaningless since the penetration of Nazi 
fifth columns into Czechoslovakia could easily enable Hitler to provoke a 
situation by which he could "justify" military action# Furthermore, the 
Anglo-French offer contained as "one of the principle conditions# * 0 the sub- 
stitution of a general guarantee, * #in place of existing treaties which in- 
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voive reciprical obligations of a military character#* 1 In simple terms, 
the Czechs were asked to renounce their treaties with France and Russia and 
accept instead a guarantee from Britain, France, Germany, and Italy — with 
Russia excluded, ’The chief ambiguity of such a "general guarantee" was 
whether it was to be invoked collectively or individually# Chamberlain 
used this loophole to escape from a commitment to Czechoslovakia, In a 
meeting with the French and British Foreign Ministers in Paris on November 
24, Chamberlain interpreted the guarantee as collective only: "He had 

never conceived of a situation in which Cx*eat Britain might have to carry 
out her obligations alone disturbed at Czech nonresponsiveness on the 
question of the nature of the guarantee, Halifax on .December 8 curtly in- 
formed the Czechs as follows i 

His Majesty's Government are not prepared to consider a guarantee 
which might oblige them, alone or with France, to come to the assis- 
tance of Czechoslovakia in circumstances in which effective help 
could not be rendered. This would be the case if either Germany or 
Italy were the aggressor and the other declined to fulfull the 
guarantee #19° 
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In other words, Germany or Italy hold, the power to veto any aid in defense 
of Czechoslovakia 5 or, to be more concise, in the opinion of the British 
Government, there was no guarantee. 

As Halifax had stated in his letter to Phipps , the British regarded 
Mussolini's influence as instrumental in controlling Hitler, Thus, faced 
with "the failure of Hitler to make the slightest gesture of friendliness" 
in the last months of 1938 181 , Britain devoted increasingly more attention 
to Rome. In October the British pushed for ratification of the Anglo- 
Italian agreement of April 1938, despite the absence of the required Italian 
withdrawals from Spain, Ratification was secured, and the agreement signed 
November 16 , but in the process the British Ambassador to Italy, Perth, 
suffered such abuse that one historian has commented, "Perhaps only Henderson 
among British diplomats could have rivalled Perth in inviting and accepting 
such treatment ," 182 In early January, Chamberlain flew to Rome for a per- 
sonal meeting with Mussolini and a chance "to reach the Italian people." 

The Prime Minister's contemporaneous impression was "that I am satisfied 
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that the journey has definitely strengthened the chances of peace." The 

Italian Foreign Minister, struck with the weakness evidenced by Chamberlain 

and Halifax, told Ribbentrop that "the visit was a fiasco" which convinced 

him of the necessity for a "Triple Alliance" including Japan; with the 

British engaged in "this somber preoccupation of theirs..., we could get 

whatever we want." In February 1939. Chamberlain recognized General 

Franco as the legitimate ruler of Spain. 18 ^ No one could dispute the judg^- 
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mer.t that "the belief that Mussolini could restrain Hitler was misplaced." 

Soviet foreign policy during the winter following Munich reflected a 
careful search for security on Russia's Western frontier. Munich had under- 
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mincd the already shaky system by which' Russia strived to protect her post*** 
tion in Europe* Moscow could no longer count on help from the Nest in re- 
sisting Hitler S s expansion East* Furthermore, the strategic situation had 
been altered against Solvet interests. “There can be no doubt/ 1 writes 
Max Beloff , “that Czechoslovakia was the principal barrier to Germany*s 
eastward expans ion/* As Sumner Welles wrote in 1944, “The agreements of 
Munich confirmed the conviction of the Soviet government that the Western 
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powers strove to keep Germany from the west only by turning her to the east, 11 

After Munich, one prominent historian of the period has written, “Hitler 

was going East* every newspaper correspondent, every business house, every 
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embassy and legation in Europe knew it and reported accordingly/ 1 Of 
particular danger to Soviet Russia was the prospect of a Polish alliance 
with Germany, for “Germany could organize a serious campaign against the 
U.S.S.H, only from Polish territory,"^ 0 Polish hostility to Russia was an 
unconcealed fact, the non-agression agreement notwithstanding. During the 
Czech crisis, the Poles refused to allow the passage of Soviet troops, and 
threatened to attack Russia if Polish territory were violated. Now, with 
Hitler pressing his demands on Poland, the possibility of either a German- 
Polish alliance or a German invasion of Poland which would not be resisted 
by the West could not be excluded by Soviet policy makers, "Either way, 1 ' 
writes Uiam, “Germany would effectively become a neighbor to the Soviet 
Union,,*, It became a vital objective of Soviet foreign policy that Poland 
should resist the German demands and, if attacked, should find allies in 
the West,"*^ 

Thus, in the period of the "Munich winter", Russia faced no imminent 
threat, but rather a situation in which the eventual confrontation between 
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Russia and Nazi Germany had to be the major consideration in Soviet foreign 

policy, Stalin's paramount Interest was to do everything In his power to 

avoid or delay such a confrontation, U lam praises the "masterful coolness 

and strength of nerves" in Soviet diplomacy of this period , "and although I 

disagree with his particular interpretation of Soviet reasoning, I believe 

he is correct In his observation that "now (the Soviets) tried hard to 
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create an impression Russian aloofness and self-confidence," Stalin was 
sharper than the British appeasers; he realised, as he had always made clear 
in his efforts at collective security, that an essential element in a policy 
of resisting or containing Hitler was to present an image of strength and 
determination. To approach Hitler with offers to help him achieve his goals 
was to encourage him, for there was no more ef fee live manner of convincing 
him of his opponent's weakness. There was no chance of collective security 
having Its Intended effect if Britain and France publically shunned cooper- 
ation with Russia and privately displayed to Hitler their desperation for 
an agreement with him. Now Stalin would have to keep his options open, and 
work carefully to insure that he did not obstruct any conceivable alternative. 
After Munich, Andre Fontaine, has suggested, Stalin decided to "put a second 
iron in the fire," 

Either an alliance with the West against Hitler or a Soviet 
rapprochement with Germany in order to give the U.S,S*R, time to 
get itself In better shape to resist the Inevitable attack* It 
was preparing itself for either alternative, and it would choose 
between them at the appropriate time on the basis of what the two 
sides had to offer and of the state of the U.S^S.R/s defenses, 1 93 

The essential qualification in the above-quoted passage is the speci- 
fication that Stalin prepared for a possible Soviet-German rapprochement "in 
order to give the li*S,S a B, time to get itself in better shape to resist the 
inevitable attack," There Is no evidence that Stalin at any time sought an 
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understanding with Hitler as part of a ’broader scheme of recognising a new 
European status quo and living in peace; Stalin doubtlessly recognised that 
long-range cooperation with Hitler was impossible* Furthermore* in the 
period of the Munich winter* there is no evidence that Stalin was actively 
pursuing a temporary rapprochement with Hitler, What he was doing was (l) 
keeping his options, for an agreement with Germany open and (2) seeking a 
diplomatic edge vis a vis Britain and Prance by carefully exploiting economic 
negotiations with Germany* 

By November of 1938, Germany’s foreign trade and raw material situation 
was such that many efforts wore made to expand trade, including overtures to 

194 

England and Russia* ■ , In December, the Direct or of the Economic Policy 
Department, Wiehl, began sounding out the Russians on resuming credit nego- 
tiations * The Soviet Ambassador in Berlin, Merekalov, was receptive to the 
Idea and Insisted that the negotiations take place in Moscow, as opposed to 
Berlin where they had always occurred in the past® Wiehl was opposed to the 
idea for practical reasons, but recommended that the chairman of the German 
trade delegation, Schnurxe, be sent to Moscow because Germany's need for 
raw materials and the credit agreement "is so great that it does not appear 
expedient to frustrate the negotiations in any way*" However, the Germans 
did not miss the significance of this peculiar Soviet request (it would have 
been easier to hold the talks in Berlin): Wiehl wrote to State Secretary 

Weisacker, "The strong desire to have a German delegation come to Moscow 
can therefore only be interpreted in the sense that the Soviet Government 
would like to demonstrate to the outside world the value placed also by the 
Third Reich on the continuation of economic relations*" News of Schnurre’s 
pending visit was leaked to the press, and the Soviets did nothing to dis- 



- 78 - 



courage or deny the reports. However, this publicity angered Ribbontrop, 

1 g c 

who cancelled the visit on January 26. J 

During approximately the same period, the British were engaged in a 
series of economic negotiations with Germany, hut their intention was sig- 
nificantly different from that of the Soviets . While evidence is lacking 
that the Soviets regarded their credit negotiations with the Reich as any- 
thing other than a means of gaining valuable economic concessions, impressing 
and perhaps frightening the West, and keeping the door open to a possible 
future agreement with hitler, the British approached their trade negotiations 
with the specific understanding that they were to pave the way for the far- 
reaching agreement desired by Chamberlain, As relations between Britain and 
Germany cooled toward December, the German Ambassador in London, JDirksen, 
searched for a means of improving relations. Later he wrote, "I came to 
the conclusion that the economic way offered the best prospects It is 
doubtlessly true, as his written recollections suggest, that Dirks en l! came f * 
to this conclusion under orders from Berlin, for at the time expanded export 
trade and raw materials were greatly needed by Germany, Dirksen continues g 

Consequently, in the middle of December, I began to lay in- 
creasing stress in my talks with influential Englishmen on the idea 
that the way to relieve the tension must be sought in the economic 
field; there were plenty of causes of political friction, but 
economic interests were common and they were capable of being de- 
veloped; furthermore they at present held first place with us. It 
was therefore necessary and expedient to achieve calm and confidence 
by means of co-operation in the economic sphere; then we would see, 3-97 

By the end of January, the British demonstrated an eagerness to enter 

into significant economic negotiations with Germany, Plans were made for 

negotiations at Dusseldorf in late February between the central industrial 

federations of the two countries (the Federation of British Industries and 

the Reichsgruppe Industries), Chamberlain personally approved the negoti- 
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at Ions and planned that in March the President of the Board of Trade, Oliver 

log 

Stanley, should visit Berlin* ' The British attached importance to the 

visit to Berlin of someone of such high standing as Stanley, and "trial 

ballons" were released by the British for a visit to Britain by a German 

official of equal standing**^ In February, with the conclusion of a coal 

agreement and completion of final arrangements for the Dusseldorf conference 

and Stanley's visit, Eirksen noted, "The atmosphere was unusally favorable 

and also had an alleviating effect on the political tension/' 200 On February 

19* Chambsr3.ain wrote a diary entry which expressed his optimism in poetic 

terms and concluded, "All the information I get seems to point In the dlrec- 
201 

tion of peace*" Bouyed by his optimism, Chamberlain spoke with a group 
of journalists in Farch and told them that he hoped for much from Stanley’s 
visit to Berlin and that "a disarmament conference might meet before the 
year's end/' 202 

At the same time, the British sent the head of the economic office of 

the Foreign Office, Frank Ashton-Gwatken , to Berlin to sound out top German 

leaders on the prospects of political negotiations. In a conversation with 

tfiehl on February 20 t Ashlon-Gwatken said "Britain was of the opinion that 

economic agreement must be reached between the two countries this year in 

order to put an end to the armaments race#" tfichl told his visitor that an 

arms limitations agreement was a political rather than economic matter and 

that he was not "the proper authority" for the discussion of political 
201 

questions. Later the same day, Ashton-Gwatken met with Foreign Minister 
Ribbcmtrop, who gave a cold reception to ideas for political rapprochement. 
Ashton-Gwatken told RIbbentrop that his ideas on how to improve trade between 
the two countries (ostensibly the purpose of his visit) "extended beyond the 
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limits of economy into the sphere of politics"; he "suggested that the 
Foreign Minister should invite Sir Horace Wilson to Germany" Ribbentrop 
replied that such an invitation was not possible "until clearer relations 
existed between Germany and Britain Before leaving Germany, Ashton- 

Cwatken met again with Wiehl, who realized that the suggestion of an in- 
vitation of Horace Wilson to Germany was the most important of the British 
"political feelers*" At the conclusion of this last meeting, Wiehl was 
asked if it was not possible to reach "an agreement between the two govern- 
ments to undertake no alteration in the status quo during the next three to 
four years B When I (Wiehl) asked whether by that he meant a political peace 
pact, he answered in the affirmative." 

In the next month Britain T s plans for rapprochement with Germany re- 
ceived a rude shock when Hitler, with the help of Poland and Hungary, in- 



vaded the remainder of Czechoslovakia 



Chapter 3 



Betvjeen March 13 and 1?, 1939* Hitler embarked on the final dismember- 
ment of Czechoslovakia. On March i5, German troops occupied the Czech 
provinces of Bohemia and Moravia, and Hitler , having arrived in Prague, 
proclaimed a German Protectorate over Czechoslovakia, The province of 
Slovakia declared its independence and the following day requested a pro- 
tectorate from Germany, The Hungarians, with covert Polish aid, invaded 
the extreme eastern tip of Czechoslovakia, the Carpatho-Ckraine to which 
they had laid claim since Munich* Hitler reluctantly approved the Hungarian 
occupation e 

The first response of the British and French was one of relief. In 
their view, Hitler had liquidated the ambiguous commitment they made to 
Central Furope at Munich,^ On the evening of March 14, Halifax deplored 
violence but disclaimed on the part of his government '‘the desire to inter- 
fere unnecessarily in matters with which other Governments may be more 
2 

directly concerned," The same day Henderson assured German State Secretary 

3 

Weizacker that ", German interests were paramount in the Czech area," On 
March 15, the day Prague was invaded, the British Government expressed 
their relief, Halifax wrote his ambassador in Paris that "the only com- 
pensating advantage that I saw was that it had brought to a natural end the 

somewhat embarrassing commitment of a guarantee, in which we and the French 
4 

had been involved. 11 In the House of Commons, Chamberlain asserted that 
the British guarantee to Czechoslovakia was no longer valid. He reasoned 
that since Slovakia had declared its independence, it "put an end by internal 
disruption to the State whose frontiers we had proposed to guarantee, and 
His Majesty's Government cannot accordingly hold themselves bound by this 
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obllgation/ 1 ^ Chancellor of the Exchequer Simon told the Commons that it 

was impossible to fulfill a guarantee of a state which had ceased to exist*^ 

British public reaction to the German move was one of indignation* 

Chamberlain, who had since Munich been resisting pressure to broaden his 

Cabinet , realized that he would have to take a stronger stand if only to 

preserve his political position/ In a speech at Birmingham on March 1? 

Chamber lain defended the Munich settlement and criticised Hitler for having 

broken his word* He said that for every German aggression up to this point 

"there was something to be said, whether on account of racial affinity or 

of just claims too long resisted. " How, Chamberlain asked if Hitler's new 

move was not "a step in the direction of an attempt to dominate the world 

by force?" He warned that even though he believed war "to be a senseless 

and cruel thing," England could not be counted on to withhold "the utmost 

R 

of its power in resisting such a challenge if it ever were made*" 

The days after March 17 were ominous indeed. On March 17 the Rumanian 
Minister in London, Tilea, informed Halifax that Bucharest was alarmed at 
the threatening attitude of Herr Wohlthat, head of the German economic mission 
negotiating a new trade agreement with Rumania, Tilea feared that Wohlthat 
would offer an ultimatum forcing Rumania into economic subservience to 
Germany, In addition, there were indications that Hungary was preparing 
for an attack on Rumania* Between March 20 and 23* Ribbentrop forced the 
Lithuanians to turn the port of Memel over to the Germans, 

British policy in this period is difficult to assess. It is often 
asserted that the appeasement policy was laid to rest on March 17* No doubt, 
the German occupation of Czechoslovakia changed British policy. The essential 
question is. How? On March 1$ Chamberlain expressed his bitterness at the 
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German nove, but pleaded, 11 Do not let us on that account be deflected from 
our course/' Indeed, there is no evidence that the ba sic aims of British 
policy changed after March 15s what underwent a radical change was the way 
in which those aims were pursued. Chamberlain still wanted peace, but he 
could no longer count on direct dealings or normal diplomacy with Hitler* 
him the Cabinet met on March 18, Chamberlain stated that "ho had now cone 
definitely to the conclusion that Herr Kitler*s attitude made it impossible 
to continue to negotiate on the old basis with the Nasi regime , This did 
not mean that negotiations with the German people were impossible," He 
outlined the next step as being "to ascertain what friends we have who will 
join us in resisting aggression," The Cabinet agreed that in the event of 
war, it was vital that Germany be compelled to fight on two fronts. The 
key to the problem, thought Chamberlain, was Poland, 10 "As soon as I had 
time to think," Chamberlain wrote on March 19, "I saw that it was impossible 
to deal with Hitler after he had thrown all his assurances to the winds," 11 
In the same diary entry, he wrote, "As always, I want to gain time, for I 
never accept the view that war in inevitable*" 

Th@ two immediate needs facing British policy makers after March 15 
were these: (1) to adopt a policy flexible enough to deter war* -yet strong 

enough to avoid alienating public opinion in England, and (2) to assure that, 
in the event Hitler decided to make war, he would be tied up in the east* 

A. J* P* Taylor has described Britain’s policy in light of these two central 
needs* To appease the British public, the "emphasis", not the "direction" 
of policy was changed: "Previously the British government often warned 

Hitler in private, while pursuing appeasement in public. How they warasi 
him publicly and went on with appeasement in private, t,1S 



Sir Samuel Hoars 






wrote that #1, the lesson of Prague was not that further efforts for peace were 
futile, but rather that, without greater force behind theft* negotiations and 
agreements with Hitler were of no permanent value According to Taylor, 

A general settlement with Hitler remained the British object t 
and they put obstacles in his way so that he would incline more 
readily to agreement. The British ministers did not fear defeat in 
war, though they naturally dreaded war for its own sake, » • ,What they 
feared, with some justification, was that Hitler would count on their 
standing aside. They therefore took steps to demonstrate that they 
might not do so. Compulsory military service of a limited kind was 
introduced at the end of April; guarantees were distributed to sup** 
posedly threatened states. These steps were not practical, effective 
prep a rations for a general wa r ; they were w a rning, designed to avoid 
such a war , (emphasis added 

I would agree with Taylor in every respect except one; he underrates the 
British fear of war. Although their major concern was not defeat in war, 
they were quite fearful of the sacrafices they might have to make in, a long 
war, and the possible consequences both at home and abroad. As early as 
March 20, 1938, Chamberlain wrote that he would not think of going to war 
with Germany "unless we had a reasonable prospect of being able to beat her 
to her knees in a reasonable timg / 1 ^ 

The British and the French suffered the anxiety of not knowing where 
Hitler would strike next, "V/e have so many open doors in front of us," said 
one of Goebbels 1 lieutenants to Coulondre on March 18, "so many possibilities, 
that we don't know which way to turn." 1 ^ What the British Cabinet wanted to 
avoid most was a turn to the West by Hitler, Their policy was therefore to 
deter Hitler from making war by what they considered an adequate show of 
forcer should this fail to deter Hitler, it was vital that he attack in the 
east and that he be sufficiently tied up there that he could not contemplate 
an attack in the West* Thus, the primary concern of the British and the 
French after the occupation of Prague was to erect a "peace front" in Eastern 
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Europe to guarantee that Hitlerite aggression in that area would be resisted* 
While there is no firm evidence that either government desired to turn 
Hitler loose on Soviet Russia specifically, the concern to keep Hitler 
occupied in the east inevitably had a profound affect on relations with 
Russia* t 

In order to understand Britain's "Peace Front" policy, one must ex~ 
amine British anxieties about Hitler in the period of the Munich winter* 

In spite of Chamberlain’s optimism In mid-February that peace was at hand, 
the British had been receiving intelligence that Hitler was planning further 
aggression, In the Immediate aftermath of Munich there were persuasive 
signs that Germany was laying the foundation for an attack on the Russian 
Ukraine, 

During the Munich crisis, Hungary pressed her claims against Ruthenia, 
a Ukrainian province located at the extreme eastern tip of Czechoslovakia* 
Hungary received strong support from Poland's Foreign Minister Beck, who 
wished to bring about a common Polish- Hungarian frontier* The Czechs, with 
German encouragement, resisted Hungary's claims on Rut hen la (later called 
the Carpatho-Ukraine), The British understood why Hitler would not want to 
see Hut hen la absorbed by Hungary* As Oliver Harvey wrote in his diary on 
October 22, 1938s 

Germany is believed to be opposed to the Beck plan as she is 
anxious to keep open the Ru then Ian corridor towards the Ukraine for 
future eventualities * * 0 .Czechoslovakia from having been a dagger 
pointed to the heart of Germany is now rapidly being organised as 
a dagger into Russian vitals, 3 -? 

With German support and encouragement after Munich, Ruthcnia "rapidly became 
the much publicised centre of the idea of a 'Great Ukraine 1 *" The local 
Government, whose first action upon gaining autonomy on October 11, 1938 
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was to suppress the Communist Party, "talked more or less openly of the 

coming creation of a Great Ukraine and of the liberation of their kinsmen 

1 ft 

from the yoke of Poland and Russia," The British recognised that Hitler 

in his manipulation of Ukrainian nationalism was laying the foundation for 

an attack on Poland or Russia, On December 25 Harvey wrote that "the whole 

question is whether Hitler is going East to the Ukraine, or whether before 

going East he feels he must deal with the West first, When Chamberlain 

met with Mussolini on January 11, he immediately asked the Italian leader 

if he could give him any reassurance about the menacing German activities 

which seemed to indicate Hitler’s intention to attack the Polish dr Russian 

Ukraine and which had the whole of Europe in a state of nervous anticipation# 

Mussolini denied that Hitler had any aggressive intentions, but his ex- 

20 

planations did not satisfy Chamberlain or Halifax, Toward the end of 
January, there were indications from the Soviet-German trade talks that 
relations in that quarter were improving. On February 1 Alexander Cadogan 
minuted i 

If we may believe that the Germans have found that their pro- 
ject for acquiring a dominating position in the Ukraine was not so 
realisable as they had thought, it may well be that they have turned 
their minds to obtaining a form of economic cooperation with, If 
not domination of, the Soviet,,,. It seems to me that we shall have 
to watch very carefully the development of any tendency towards a 
rapprochement between Germany and the Soviet 

A British reporter publicly warned at this time that "a dangerous day for 

Britain and France will come should the Nazis decide that the dream of 

..22 

colonising the Ukraine, is a dream that can never become a reality* 

British anxiety was so great by the end of January 1939 that an appeal 
was sent to Washington under Halifax’s signatures In a lengthy letter, the 
British Foreign Office summarized their latest disturbing intelligence 1 
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As early as November there were indications which gradually 
became more definite that Hitler was planning a further foreign 
adventure for the spring of 1939* At first it appeared — and this 
was confirmed by persons in Hitler’s entourage— that he was thinking 
of expansion in the east and in December the prospect of establish- 
ing an independent Ukraine under German vassalage was freely spoken 
of in Germany* 

Since then reports indicate that Hitler*. *is considering an 
attack on the Western Powers as a preliminary to subsequent action 
in the east .^'3 

Halifax presented this information to the Cabinet in a meeting on January 
25* He concluded f "We have very definite indications that Herr Hitler may 
be contemplating an attack on the West during the coming spring." Halifax 
was careful to point out, respecting Chamberlain’s belief that Hitler did 
not wish to make war f that "we have no proof that the Fuhrer has definitely 
committed himself to such action*" The Foreign Secretary made one further 
observation which provides the key to Britain’s foreign policy up to the 
outbreak of World War II j 

All that can be said with practical certainty is that an 
"explosion" of Germany is likely to come in the comparatively 
near future and that it is necessary for us to take immediate 
measures to guard against the possibility of it being directed 
against us**** 

D. F, Fleming has suggested that the German consent to the Hungarian 

annexation of the Carpathc- Ukraine on flare h 16, 1939 sounded "an alarm bell 11 

in London that Hitler "was not going to tangle with Russia" and might "clean 

up the West first* 11 J Certainly # the German action signalled an end to any 

26 

immediate plans to invade the Russian Ukraine However, it was during the 
two months prior to the March aggressions that the British Cabinet began to 
suffer the anxiety that Hitler might deal with the West before turning east* 
It is vital to recognize that it was during this period that the Cabinet 
reached the understanding, which was to become policy after March l5t that 
in order to save Britain and British interests in the West, Hitler’s fury 
must be absorbed in the east. 
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Irnmed lately after the. occupation of Czechoslovakia , the most threatened 

nation seemed to he Rumania, and Britain frantically searched for a policy 

with the view of detering Hitler from aggression against Rumania* The 

British idea was to have each of Rumania's neighbors issue a guarantee 

against unprovoked aggression. Toward this end, Halifax, on March 18, asked 

Soviet Ambassador Maisky what his government would do in the event of an 

2? 

unprovoked attack on Rumania* The Soviet response, delivered the next 

day, proposed a conference to be convened immediately at Bucharest, at 

which the powers most directly concerned— Britain, France, Russia, Poland, 

2.3 

Rumania, and Turkey— would consider the question of German aggression* 

Halifax rejected this proposal as "premature. 1 * The same day Chamberlain 

wrote in his diary about a "pretty bold and startling" plan which he had 

devised and intended to put to the Cabinet the following day* The plan was 

designed to buy time, and Chamberlain was confident that "it won't bring us 
9q 

to an acute crisis. On the evening of March 20 this plan went into 
effect. A proposal was sent to Moscow, Warsaw and Paris for a joint declar- 
ation that consultations would be held to decide on the steps necessary to 
resist "a threat to the political independence of any European State 

Litvinov replied on March 23 that Moscow was ready to sign the agreement as 

31 

soon as France and Poland had promised to do so® 

The Poles threatened to wreck the British plan because they refused to 
sign any agreement with Russia* Foreign Minister Beck had long tried to 
balance his country between Russia and Germany, and now he argued to the 
British that Poland would provoke an attack by Germany if it entered into 
such an agreement with Russia* Bonnet and Halifax met in London on March $1 
and 22 to discuss the proposed four- power declaration, and their conversation 
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was quite frank and revealing* The greatest concern of the Foreign Ministers 
was that Eastern Europe might offer no resistance to an attack by Hitler. 
Obviously, if that were the case, Hitler could consolidate his position in 
Central and Eastern Europe in no time and strike in the West* 32 Thus, 

Halifax and Bonnet spoke strongly of the need to force Poland to announce 
her determination to resist aggress ion * "It was absolutely essential to 
get Poland in," Bonnet said* "Russian help would be effective only if 
Poland were collaborating,* .The strongest pressure must therefore be brought 
to bear upon Boland*" The official record of the meeting quotes Halifax as 
"entirely of M, Bonnet's opinion*" To assure Poland's cooperation, Halifax 
said, he recognised the "need for using very plain language to the Polish 
Government*" Bonnet said "it was desirable, therefore, to go to the utmost 
limit, even to the extent of threats, to bring Poland in," Bonnet was quite 
candid* if no East European country offered resistance to aggression by 
Hitler, "France would be in a bad position* It was therefore necessary that 
the countries most interested should pronounce themselves, and the Poles 
were certainly interested , *• UJJ At another meeting of the Foreign Ministers 
attended by Chamberlain, Halifax made a suggestion with which Bonnet was in 
agreement i 

In order to persuade Poland to commit herself to support 
Rumania, Great Britain and France would have to give Poland a 
private understanding that, if Poland came in, they would both 
come in also. Having reached this understanding with Poland, 
it might be suggested to both Poland and Rumania that they should 
not raise any objection to our doing our best, both in their in- 
terest and in our own, to secure Soviet participation,^ 

At this point, the British had more faith in a Polish-Human ian alliance 
than in any pact with Russia to resist German aggression. Apparently accep- 
ting Beck's delusions about Poland's strength and ignoring their own intelli- 
gence reports describing Poland's unpreparedness for war, the British Cabinet 
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felt, according to Sir Samuel Hoare, that "Poland was a more valuable ally 
than Russia* On March 24 Halifax told Kennedy that, based on his in- 
formation, the Eost that could be expected from Russia would be "some 
ammunition to Poland in the event of trouble", and that Poland was of more 
value as an ally of Rumania than Russia*^ 0 On March 26, Chamberlain wrote 
in his diary, ,! I must confess to the most profound distrust of Russia* I 
have no belief whatever in her ability to maintain an effective offensive, 
even if she wanted to* And I distrust her motives In early April when 
Beck told him "he was very anxious not to be tied up with Russia," Chamber- 
lain wrote, "I confess I very much agree with him, for I regard Russia as 
a very unreliable friend,"^ 

On March 23, Beck sent a proposal to London which rejected the Four- 

Power declaration and asked if the British would not consider concluding 

immediately with Poland "a bilateral agreement in the spirit of the pro- 
39 

posed declaration* ■ After this proposal was made, the Poles refused 
Hitler's demands with regard to Danzig, and storm signals went out that 
Poland might soon be the next victim of Kasi aggression* Regardless of 
the veracity of these signals, they apparently produced their effect on 
Chamberlain, who, on March 30 , personally drafted a temporary unilateral 
guarantee to Poland pending further negotiations* The guarantee was com- 
municated through the British Ambassador in Poland and Beck accepted it 
40 

immediately* The following day, Chamberlain announced the terms of the 
guarantee before the House of Commons! 

In the event of any action which already threatened Polish 
independence, and which the Polish Government accordingly consid- 
ered it vital to resist with national forces. His Majesty “s Govern- 
ment would feel themselves bound at once to lend the Polish Govern- 
ment all support in their power* * 0 *I may add that the French Govern- 
ment have authorised me to make it plain that they stand in the same 
position as does His Majesty's Government 
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By any rational standards, Britain would not have made such a guarantee 
unless she thoroughly expected that Hitler would not attack Poland in the 
foreseeable future. The British sensed a bad situation and hoped this 
guarantee would steady things; the Cabinet was not so desperate as to leave 
the decision for war or peace "in the hands of a State ruled by an incom- 
petent and purblind oligarchy who preferred government by junta rather than 
42 

by parliament.’ 1 Beck boasted to Kennedy that he was "more than happy to 

have England's support given in the way that it was, i,e. t that Poland is 

43 

the one to determine when England is to come to her rescue. 11 But Beck 

firmly believed that Hitler would not dare go to war over Danzig and he 

doubtlessly influenced the British Cabinet, to whom he was still lying about 

44 

German diplomatic pressure on the Poles. 

When the guarantee to Poland was debated in Parliament on April 3, Lloyd 

George spoke for a disapproving minority* "I cannot understand why," he 

said, "before committing ourselves to this tremendous enterprise, we did not 

secure the adhesion of Russia." He asked how Britain could possibly make 

good on her pledge without Russia. "If war occurred tomorrow, you (or 

France) could not send a single battalion to Poland," Russia alone could 

reach the Poles, George pointed out the correct policy; 

If Russia has not been brought into this matter because of 
certain feelings the Poles have that they do not want the Russians 
there, it is for us to declare the conditions, and unless they are 
prepared to accept the only conditions under which we can success- 
fully help them, the responsibility must be theirs, ^5 

The method suggested by George was not at all unacceptable to the British 
Cabinet; in the Anglo-French conversations of March 21 and 22, Halifax and 
Chamberlain had agreed to use all forms of pressure to assure Polish co- 
operation with British aims, and Halifax himself had proposed threatening 
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the Poles with abandonment if they refused Russian aid. It was the object 
of George *s suggestion that was so distasteful to the British leaders and 
which Chamberlain and Halifax were allowing the Poles to thwart — an agree- 
ment with Russia* In a meeting with Beck on April 3, Halifax "pressed Beck 
as to whether he would not want tanks, airplanes and ammunition, at least, 
from Russia if Poland were attacked, and, even with that as bait, Beck said 
no*’ 1 ^ If the British found Beck's refusal unacceptable, they would have 

put the pressure on him; they did not because, as Chamberlain admitted, they 
hn 

agreed with Beck* Although Beck would not hear of any closer ties between 
his country and Russia beyond their trading agreement, he let the British 
know that he would remain neutral should Britain desire closer cooperation 
with Russia in regard to guaranteeing Eastern Europe, While this might have 
served the interests of British foreign policy, it did little to fulfill the 
great needs of Soviet security, 

What was Soviet policy after March 15? by all indications, Stalin be- 
came even more concerned about Soviet security, although he continued to 
maintain his cool* It was in his interest to encourage the countries along 
his Western border to resist Hitler, but with Hungary already on Hitler's 
side and Poland, Rumania and Finland inclining toward Hitler and hostile to 
political cooperation with Russia, this was not a realistic prospect, and 
Stalin could not base his foreign policy on so undependable a set of circum- 
stances * As already mentioned, he proposed a conference of concerned nations 
to the British on March 19, a proposal which Halifax rejected. Around March 
15 Maisky gave an unofficial assurance to the Rumanian Ambassador that Russia 
would make all possible aid available to Rumania in the event of an attack 
either by Germany or Hungary, On March 28 Litvinov delivered Identical 
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notes to the Latvian and Estonian Ministers in Moscow, These notes stipu- 
lated that any form of infringement on the independence and sovereignty of 
either state by a third state "would be recognised by the Soviet Government 
as insufferable 11 t 

. This declaration is made*.. with the purpose of enhancing in 
(each nation) a feeling of security and confidence in the readiness 
of the Soviet Union to prove with deeds, in case of need, its inter- 
est 5,n preserving in its entirety for (each nation) its sovereign 
existence as a state and its political and economic independence, 
as well as confidence in the inability of the Soviet Union to re- 
main an idle bystander of open or masked attempts to destroy this 
sovereignty and independence ,^9 

Thus, in the case of these two small nations, Russia preserved her freedom 
of action and made a matter of record her determination to intervene under 
circumstances which she alone would define . Obviously, Stalin was not in a 
position to dictate such terms to Poland, However, he was quite anxious 
that the British guarantee of Poland be as strong as possible and that 
Moscow's approval of the pledge be publicly announcedo Ulam has noted 
Halifax's "incredible blindness" in a conversation with Maisky on March 31 
concerning the British pledge to Poland, Maisky, who had previously insis- 
ted on consulting with his government on matters of much less importance 
than this, gave his immediate approval to a declaration by Chamberlain that 
Moscow understood and appreciated the principles on which the British govern- 
ment acted. Writes Ulams "To a man more perceptive than Lord Halifax, it 
would have been clear that Maisky must have been briefed for precisely such 
an occasion and that beneath his nonchalant and amiable behavior there was 
an obvious anxiety that the declaration be made and that it not be delayed 
by one day, one hour,"^ 

With regard to a possible rapprochement with Kilter, there is no reason 
to believe that during the first half of 1939 such an idea was anything more 
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for Stalin than ars option ho could not afford to foreclose, Western obser- 
vers had little difficulty in discerning that an agreement with Hitler would 
have to remain one of Stalin^ options, although Halifax and Chamberlain 
were confident that such a combination could never come about. As early as 
January IS, 1939 r the U*S# Ambassador in Moscow t Joseph Davies, wrote that 
"The Chamberlain policy of throwing Italy, Poland and Hungary into the arms 

of Hitler may be completed by so disgusting the Soviets that it will drive 

*>1 

Russia into an economic agreement and an ideological truce with Hitler*"^ 

On April 13* the British Ambassador In Moscow, William Seeds, wrote to 
Halifax of the danger that in the event of war in the Balkins, Hitler might 
reach an agreement with Stalin, Staling speech of March 10 has often 
been interpreted as his first gesture toward Hitler, I agree with the 

historian of the period who has written that "no evidence supports such an 
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idea," Furthermore, as 01am has pointed out, "On March 10 nothing indi- 
cated that a bargain with Hitler was a real possibility, Stalin had nothing 
to sell." 5 * 5. 

Although Stalin doubtlessly welcomed the British commitment to Poland 
and later to Rumania (on April 13), he could not help but regard the guaran- 
tee with a well- justified skepticism. The British had urged the French to 
break their treaty with Czechoslovakia and then weasled out of an ambiguous 
guarantee of Czechoslovakia^ post-Munich borders. Indeed, how could anyone 
not regard the new pledges with skepticism when the British Government prom- 
ised action which it had heretofore refused to take and now left the decision 
in the hands of another country? For Stalin in particular there was a special 
reason to be skeptical# The Soviet Union, the one nation in a position to 
render effective aid to Poland in the event of an attack, had not been con- 
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suited by the British. in connection with this guarantee? indeed, Maisky was 
not informed of the guarantee until after the Poles had accepted it#.^ On 
April 1, the day after Chamberlain announced the guarantee, Litvinov com- 
plained to Seeds that the Soviets were in the dark as to what the British 
were planning* He probed Seeds to discover the validity of the British 
commitment ; as Seeds reported, Litvinov “expressed doubts whether we would 
regard attack on Danzig or Corridor as threatening Poland’s independence a *'^ 
On April 14, the day after the British guaranteed Rumania, Maisky met with 
Halifax to announce his government’s readiness to aid Rumania and “to learn 
the views of His Majesty’s Government as to the best methods by which such 
assistance could be given and as to the part the various powers concerned 
could play In helping Rumania/*^ 

The response to Maisky’s request made it clear that the British did 
not expect war and did not desire tangible Soviet assistance beyond a declar- 
ation to deter Hitler* Halifax proposed a unilateral Soviet declaration 
’'that In the event of any act of aggression against any European neighbor 
of the Soviet Union which was resisted by the country concerned, the assis- 
tance of the Soviet Government would be available, if desired, and would be 
afforded in such a manner as would be found most convenient**' In his In- 
structions to Seeds, Halifax noted that such a statement would have 'a- "steady- 
ing effect on the international situation*'^ 8 There was not the slightest 
chance that Russia would make such a declaration. It would limit her freedom 
of action by making her aid dependent on the wishes of smaller nations; a 
major power whose vital interests were at stake simply could not adopt a 
policy based on the two premises of the British proposal* (t) that the 
countries involved would resist pressure from Hitler and, (2) if they did. 
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that they would "desire” help from Russia * Furthermore, as Chamber lain ex- 
plained to the House of Commons, the proposed Soviet guarantee was to apply 
only "in the event of Great Britain and France being involved in hostilities 
in discharge of their own obligations Cadogan frankly admitted to the 

Cabinet on April 19 that the request for a unilateral Soviet declaration 
had been made "in order to placate our left wing in England, rather than to 
obtain any solid military advantage*'^ 0 

When Seeds presented the proposal to Litvinov on April 16, the latter 
replied that it was not a response to Maisky # s inquiry, Litvinov repeated 
Russia’s readiness "in principle" to aid Rumania, but asked again "how far 
Great Britain and other countries were prepared to go when it came to the 
point*" The Foreign Commisar was blunts . "How do we know that Great Britain 
will declare war in case of armed aggression?" Moreover, as Seeds recognized, 
Litvinov feared that one of Britain's objectives might be to get the Soviet 
Onion committed in a way by which Britain and France could unload the burden 
of their commitments to fight onto Russia, or, as Seeds put it, that Russia 
was being "raanoeuvered into holding the baby."^ 

As of April 1939» it is reasonably certain that the primary purpose of 
the proposed Soviet declaration, from the British point of view, was to pro- 
duce a detering effect on Hitler. Nevertheless, the British were asking the 
Russians to make a specific commitment in Eastern Europe, a commitment which 
would enable the British and French to shift the burden of fighting onto the 
Soviet Union in the event of war. They asked Russia to make this commitment 
on a unilateral basis, without any provision for reciprocity, and on con- 
ditions that would allow her policy to be dictated by states hostile toward 
her. One historian has concisely described the British position t "They 
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wanted to preserve a situation , not to change it. This meant that they were 

asking of the Soviet Union the promise of an enormous effort, quite notably 
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involving a war against Germany, in return for nothing." It was a unique 
blindness and prejudice which enabled the British and the French to attempt 
to deal with the Soviet Union on such a basis. Stalin was willing to commit 
himself in Eastern Europe, but only on his terms and in a manner which would 
permit him the freedom of action necessary to protect Russia's vital inter- 
ests in all possible contingencies. In diplomatic terms, Stalin was offering 
to help Britain and France in commitments they had made entirely on their 
own, but he was asking a price for his help. There was nothing sinister in 
Stalin's position, and nothing less could have been expected of any other 
leader In defense of his country. A* J.P. Taylor has stated the issue well* 
He believes the Russians were reluctant to act; "but if they acted/* he 
writes, "particularly if they went to war — it would not be to preserve the 
treaty settlements of Brest-Litovsk and Riga, They would return to world 
affairs only as a Great Power, the equal of Great Britain and paramount in 
Eastern Europe," ^ Arnold Toynbee stated the obvious when he wrote that 
"the geographical situation of the various states concerned meant, as the 
Russians perceived, that they (the Russians) would have to bear the brunt 

of giving direct and immediate help to any Eastern European state that might 
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be the victim of aggression." Another prominent historian of the period, 

L, B. Hamier, has also pointed out that "the supposition that in case of 
war (Russia) would have had to bear the main burden was not unreasonable*" 
Stalin's price for agreeing to bear this burden was that Russia should "hold 
the principal place in Eastern Europe, to which her size and power entitled 
her ." 65 
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Ferhaps as of early 1938 Stalin might have been more inclined to issue 
a declaration of the type desired by Britain, It was then conceivable that 
such a declaration would have helped contain Hitler, if backed by ad actuate 
force and a determination it use it* But in April 1939 , after Hitler's war 
machine had gained precious time to expand and develop, after the valuable 
Skoda munitions factories of Czechoslovakia had fallen into German hands, 
and as the countries of the cordon sanitaire threatened to fall victim to 
open or covert Nazi aggression, Stalin's attitude was different* Now, as 
Taylor points out# the Russians "were not concerned to sustain Poland or to 
provide some moral display against Hitler* They wished to secure precise 
and rigid military backing from the Western powers in case Hitler attacked 
Russia— either through Poland or more directly This included the Baltic 
states, through which Hitler could conceivably have launched an attack on 
the vulnerable Leningrad, Previously, the Soviets had taken steps to assure 
their freedom to take action in Latvia and Estonia if Stalin deemed it 
necessary* Soviet efforts to prevent the possibility that Hitler might use 
Finnish territory to invade the U,S*S,R, were unsuccessful because of the 
hostile attitude of the Finnish Government, { 

With all of these considerations in mind, the Soviets on April 1 7 put 
forth to Britain and France a comprehensive proposal. This proposal initi- 
ated a series of negotiations to which the remainder of this chapter is 
devoted. In their proposal, the Soviets were forthright and candid? in 
effect, Stalin said to London and Paris, "He can help each other, but the 
circumstances are such that I must inevitably contribute more in the event 
of war than either of you could? here is what I am asking in return for my 
help*" The significant elements of the Soviet proposal are these? 
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i 6 England, Franca and U,S*S,H, to conclude with one another 
an agreement for a period of five to ten years by which they would, 
oblige themselves to render mutually forthwith all manner of assis- 
tance, including that of a military nature, in case of aggression 
in Europe against any one of the contracting Powers. 

2. England, France and U.S.S.R, to undertake to render all 
manner of assistance, including that of a military nature, to 
Eastern European States situated between Baltic and Black Seas and 
bordering on U*S.S,fU, in case of aggression against these States* 

3* England, France and U.S.S^R, to undertake to discuss and 
to settle within shortest period of time extent and forms of mili- 
tary assistance to be rendered by each of these States in fulfill- 
ment of paragraphs 1 and 2. e *. 

?« An agreement on the above lines to be signed simultaneously 
with terms of convention which has been described above under para- 
graph 3*68 

From the point of view of Soviet needs and experience, these proposals 
were enti.rely reasonable e The revised British guarantee to Poland of April 
6 and the guarantees to Rumania and Greece were bilateral and reciprocal; 
Britain and France promised to aid the guaranteed states in the event of 
an attack on them and those states in return promised to aid Britain and 
France should Hitler strike in the West» Yet, Britain and France asked 
Russia to promise her help with no provision for reciprocal aid should 
Russia be attacked. With their proposal, the Soviets merely asked for what 
the smaller powers of Eastern Europe had been readily granted i commitments 
for "mutual. B *assistance ,r from Britain and France* Furthermore, a commit- 
ment to aid only Poland and Rumania at their request such as the British 
wanted from the Soviets could not possibly serve the far greater needs of 
Soviet security. As Taylor points out, "There was no British commitment 

towards the Bed tic States; here was the loophole for a German attack on 
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Soviet Russia, while the Western Powers remained neutral*" 7 Thus, said 
the Soviets in their proposal, if the British and the trench wanted Russian 
help, they would have to agree to guarantee all states "bordering on the 
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U.S.S.R/' against aggression, without any provision that such aid be rendered 
only if requested by the particular state* Stalin specifically avoided any 
language prohibiting a signatory from rendering aid independent of the other 
two? in okher words, aid could be given on an individual basis by England, 
France of the U.S.S.K., although each would be committed to make some con- 
tribution, The provision that a military convention setting forth the 
“extent and forms of military assistance to be rendered by each of these 
States in fulfillment of“ the agreement be signed simultaneously with the 
agreement itself was well justified after the exprience of the Franco- 
Soviet and Czech-Soviet treaties, France had repeatedly refused to enter 
into staff talks to settle the military issues involved in the Soviet com- 
mitments to Chechoslovakia under these treaties? thus, when Czechoslovakia 
was threatened, the treaties proved meaningless. In principle, the French 
agreed with this aspect of the new Soviet proposal. In discussing the com- 
mitment to Poland with Halifax on March 21, 1 939 » Bonnet cited the failure 
of France to obtain permission from Poland or Rumania for the passage of 
Soviet troops to Czechoslovakia in 1933, “For this kind of reason/' Bonnet 
said, “it was necessary for each party to say exactly what it would do — 
what material it would send? how many guns; how many aircraft; what number 
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of troops. All these questions must be cleared up. 

Throughout the negotiations which lasted until the signing of the Nazi- 
Soviet pact at the end of August 1939* the Russians were consistent in in- 
sisting on the fulfillment of these three basic termsi a reciprocal agree- 
ment to protect the U.S.S.R* from attack, a flexible guarantee for all 
states bordering on Russia in Europe, and a specific militaiY convention to 
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accompany the political agreement* Many critics and historians have 
accused the Russians of raising or changing their demands as the negoti- 
ations preceded. This is inaccurate, Where the Russians revised any of 
their proposals, it was necessitated as a response to a substantive change 
insisted upon by Britain and did not alter the basic Russian position. 
Although the Russians have been accused of insincerity and bad faith in 
these negotiations , I will argue and demonstrate that on the basis of their 
position throughout the negotiations the Russians cannot be reproached; 
there is nothing to Indicate that until the last minute f when Hitler offered 
an immediate and highly appealing settlement to Stalin* the Russians were 
not ready and willing to sign an agreement with Britain and France if the 
latter two accepted the three terms deemed essential by Stalin, 

Most accusations of Stalin's bad faith have been based on the fact 
that at the same time he was negotiating with the British and French for an 
alliance against Hitler, he was sending feelers to the German government for 
a general political settlement* Rather than indicating Stalin's bad faith, 
these tentative gestures toward Germany merely underscore Stalin's realism 
and pragmatism* He had every reason to believe that he could not count on 
the British or the French to provide the assurances necessary for a Soviet 
commitment in Eastern Europe; with this In mind he had to keep open the 
option of a time-buying agreement with Hitler, {it should also be pointed 
out, as I will later document, that during the negotiations the British 
also continued making political feelers to Germany,) On April 1?, the day 
the Soviets made, their proposal to Britain and France, the Russian Ambass- 
ador in Berlin called upon State Secretary Vfeizsacker and hinted that there 

were grounds to hope for improved relations "on a normal footing" between 
71 

Germany and Russia* The Germans did not respond to this feeler and in 
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the following weeks, "both parties continued to make very cautious and 
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tentative feelers 11 related to economic negotiations/ On May 20, the 

German Ambassador in Moscow# Schulenburg, was given orders to inform 

Molotov, the new Foreign Minister, that Berlin was ready to resume the 

economic negotiations suspended in February at the cancellation of Schmirre's 

visit. Molotov replied that the negotiations could resume only when the 

necessary "political basis" had been established. Despite Schulenburg* s 

probing, Molotov would not elaborate on the nature of the "political basis 11 
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he had in mind. Throughout, it was the Germans who made the initiatives 
which lead to the Nazi-Soviet pact; the Russians merely indicated their 
willingness to talk, and even then they were strongly influenced by British 
moves which signalled to Stalin that the negotiations for an alliance against 
Hitler would not succeed. 

At first, the British had absolutely no intention of forming an alliance 

with Soviet Russia, In a letter to Ambassador Phipps of April 21, Halifax 

outlined British policy toward the Soviet proposal in almost Machiavellian 

terms. The British Foreign Secretary virtually admitted that Britain needed 

the Poles to absorb Hitler's fury. He revealed no concern for an effective 

means of saving Poland; privately the Cabinet Ministers admitted to each 
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other that Britain neither could nor would do anything to save Poland. 

His only concern was that the Polish Government have the determination to 

fight (by this time he knew that it did not have the means' 7 ^); 

It is undesirable to do anything to disturb Polish confidence 
at the present time and it is important that Polish self-reliance 
should be maintained. To enter into an arrangement with the Soviet 
Government at this stage by which Soviet assistance would be afforded, 
whether Poland likes it or not, would have a most disturbing influence 
in Warsaw which is nearest to the danger, and might jeopardise the 
success already achieved by His Majesty's Government and the French 
Government in rallying Poland to the common cause, 76 
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Halifax did not mean by this that the British did not desire Russian aid* 

"On the contrary they are conscious that the support that might be afforded 
by the Soviet Government to the small Cast European countries might be of 
the utmost value in case of war*' 1 However , the Governments of these small 
countries did not wish to be publicly associated with a guarantee by Russia* 

A month earlier Halifax had told Oliver Harvey that for fear of alienating 
Poland and Italy f, we cannot have Russia in the forefront of the picture, 
although both for internal reasons and because of her ultimate military 
value, if only as our arsenal, we must keep her with us*" ?? Halifax elab- 
orated on this problem in his letter of April 21s 

It is to meet this difficulty that His Majesty's Government 
have proposed that the Soviet Government should of their own voli- 
tion make a declaration which would steady the situation by showing 
the willingness of the Soviet Government to collaborate and which 
at the same time would not disturb the possible beneficiaries of 
Soviet assistance by requiring them to accede to any arrangement 
to which the Soviet Government was a party* By this proposal the 
Soviet Government would place their help,*, at the disposal of 
States victims of aggression and themselves determined to resist, 
who wished to take advantage of it a 

A week later Halifax wrote Phipps that it is "of such great importance 
* * ,to shape any arrangement as to make it clear that Soviet assistance should 
be given only if desired and in the most convenient form." 78 Halifax readily 
admitted that he wanted the Soviet declaration only for the purpose of 
"steadying the situation*" Furthermore, his proposal would have laid the 
basis for a Gorman attack on the Soviet Union in which every European could 
remain neutral or even anti-Soviet, In the veiy possible event that Hitler 
took over Poland and Rumania, with or without resistance, he would be in a 
position to launch a massive invasion of Soviet Russia and Britain would be 
bound by no commitments to help. 
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Cf particular interest is a conversation between Chamberlain and Kennedy 

on April 1 7 s immediately before the Russian proposal was delivered to the 

British* According to Kennedy, Chamberlain said 11 he feels he can make a 

deal with Russia at any time now, but is delaying until he definitely gets 

the Balkan situation straightened away, because it had been intimated to 

him that to bring Russia in before the Balkan deals are all completed might 
79 

cause trouble. 11 Although this account is not without ambiguity, it does 
provide evidence that Chamberlain was deliberately procrastinating about 
reaching an agreement with Russia until the British position in the Balkans 
could be improved, that is, until Britain was in a better position to block 
any move by Russia for predominance in that region. 

Against this background, it is not surprising that a Cabinet meeting of 
April 25 resulted in a decision to reject the Soviet proposal and play for 
time. Arguments were exchanged on the military value of Russia as an ally, 
Chamberlain expressed the view, which he said was shared by the Foreign 
Policy Committee, “that our first task must be to erect a barrier against 
aggression in Eastern Europe on behalf of states directly menaced by Germany, 
Until that barrier had been erected it was clear that we ought to do nothing 
to impair the confidence of those states," With respect to the Russians, 

Bo 

Halifax concluded that *V© ought to play for time," Cadogan , s description 

of this meeting is concise: "fleeting of F P F*C, at 11 about reply to Soviet, 

Bl 

Bidn*t last long—all agreed to turn them down," 

The British did not reply to the Soviet proposal until Hay 8, three 
weeks after it was made* Those three weeks gave Stalin ample evidence that 
the British had no real intention of fighting for Eastern Europe. First, 
Halifax responded on April 29 to Moscow *s inquiries of April 16 and 1? about 
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British determination to fight. He instructed Seeds to convey the following 
to Litvinov t 

X do not understand why . .. Soviet Government should affect to 
believe that His Majesty's Government are not committed by declar- 
ations they have made to Poland and Rumania. The language of those 
declarations . • .makes it clear that in the event of any action being 
taken which clearly threatened the independence of these countries 
and which the latter considered it vital to resist. His Majesty's 
Government would feel themselves bound at once to lend them all 
support in their power. The first condition is that there should 
be resistance to a clear threat to national independence.^ 

This response really says the opposite of what it pretends to say. It proves 

that the British did not interpret their guarantees to Poland and Rumania 

as automatically requiring aid in the event of German aggression The 

aggression must constitute "a clear threat to national independence • M 

Certainly this provided Britain with a loophole should she decide, for 

example, that a Gentian ultimatum on Banslg did not pose a "clear threat 11 

to Polish independence* Furthermore, as the British had always admitted, 

their commitment held only in the event that the threatened nation decided 

to resist German aggression. With such a condition stipulated by the nation 

that had forced Chechoslovakia to acceed to German demands and obstructed 

Czech resistance, the same nation that spoke in terms of using "threats 11 

against Poland to insure her adherence to the former's wishes, any such 

guarantee was dubious indeed. 

Seeds spoke with Litvinov on the morning of May 3, the last day the 
latter served as Foreign Minister before being replaced by Molotov. Lit- 
vinov asked the British Ambassador "whether there would be a declaration of 
war by His Majesty's Government in the event of aggression." Seeds 1 reply 
could only have added to Soviet doubts i "I said that declarations of war 
were rather out of fashion these days but that under promises made to Poland 
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and other countries ah aggressor on such a country which resisted a clear 

threat to national independence would find himself in at any rate a state 
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of war with Great Britain* 11 To Begin with, Seeds avoided Litvinov's 
question, Litvinov did not ask if there would be a declaration of war in 
the event that a guaranteed country resisted a clear threat; he asked only 
about the case of aggression, and said nothing about whether or not the 
country chose to resist » Even so, Britain's apparent unwillingness to 
commit herself to a declaration of war in fulfillment of her guarantee must 
have further impressed the Soviets as to the reluctance of England and 
France to fight in Eastern Europe* 

On May 4, Churchill spoke in the House of Commons and strongly urged 
his Government to accept the Soviet terms, and to spare no time in doing sot 

The British people** -have a right, in conjunction with the 
French Republic, to call upon Poland not to place obstacles in 
the way of a common cause. Not only must the full cooperation 
of Russia be accepted, but the three Baltic States, Lithuania, 

Latvia, and Estonia, must also be brought into association**#* 

There is no means of maintaining an Eastern European Front against 
Nasi aggression without the active aid of Russia* Russian inter- 
ests are deeply concerned in preventing Herr Hitler's designs on 
Eastern Europe* It should still be possible to range all the 
states and peoples from the Baltic to the Black Sea in one solid 
front against a new outrage or invasion* Such a front, if estab- 
lished in good heart, and with resolute and efficient military 
arrangements, combined with the strength of the Western Powers, 
may yet confront Hitler* * .and Co wany with forces the German people 
would be reluctant to challenge *85 

The British Government finally replied to the Soviet proposal on May 
8* The terms of the original British proposal for a unilateral Soviet 
declaration were simply repeated, with the addition of one new clause which 
would make Soviet acceptance even more unlikely, How the British proposed 
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Ths Soviet Government should make a public declaration, * , in 
which, after referring to the, • ^statements recently made by His 
Majesty s Government and the French Government accepting new obli- 
nations on behalf of certain Eastern European countries, the Soviet 
Government would undertake that in the event of Great Britain, and 
France being involved in hostilities in fulfillment of these obli- 
gations, the assistance of the Soviet Government would be available f 
if desired, and would be afforded in such a manner and on such terms 
as mi P ^ht be agreed 

As Seeds emphasized to Molotov when he presented this proposal, "Soviet 
assistance would only be called for in the event of Great Britain and France 
being involved in hostilities in fulfillment of their obligations , The 
Russians had already rejected a proposal by which they were committed to 
render unilateral aid only in the event that Poland or Rumania decided to 
resist German aggression and requested Russian aid, Kow the British were 
asking the Russians to accept the same’ terms with the further limitation 
that Britain and France would have to be involved in war before Russian aid 
could be offered. In questioning Seeds about the proposal, Molotov focused 
on the ambiguous provision that aid be rendered "on such terms as might be 
agreed," According to Seeds 1 record of the meetings 

To his question whether it was not intended that military 
conversations should begin at once, I answered that I thought 
on the whole such talks were envisioned only as a later develop- 
ment if events called for it; our main idea was that the. issue 
by the Soviet Government of the proposed Declaration would so 
steady the European situation as not to require any other im- 
mediate steps for the moment, 88 

Seeds could hardly have been more explicit in telling the Russians that the 
British proposal was not intended as a realistic preparation for defense 
against aggression, but was instead a way to give the British a diplomatic 
edge in dealing with Hitler, 

On May 11, Maisky met with Halifax and voiced some of the Soviet's ob- 
jections to the British proposal. He concentrated on the need for definite 



- 108 - 



military plans and probed Halifax on Anglo-French military preparations, 

that Anglo-French intervention under the recent guarantees could 
be delayed by last minute conversations between each country’s General 
Staffs B Halifax recorded that "to this I replied that our guarantee to 
Poland and Rumania involved us in coming immediately to their assistances 
if our conditions were fulfilled, and that, if words meant anything, it 
was Impossible for us to give any assurance more complete."^ Halifax was 
simply being evasive » The experience of the previous year had demonstrated 
that guarantees and alliances were without meaning unless backed by definite 
military commitments and prearranged plans for action. So, if the British 
and the French had made the military plans necessary to live up to their 
guarantee, it would have been quite possible for Halifax to give the Soviets 
an assurance "more complete * H Yet, Halifax could not even assure his own 
countrymen on this same issue. In the House of Commons on Hay 19 Churchill 
complained i 



I want to draw the attention of the Committee to the fact that 
the question posed by Mr. Lloyd George ten days ago and repeated to- 
day has not been answered. The question was whether the General 
Staff was consulted before this guarantee (to Poland) was given as 
to whether it was safe and practical to give it, and whether there 
were any means of implementing it. The whole country knows that 
the question had been asked* and it has not been answered. That 
is disconcerting and disquieting. 9$ 

The Russians replied to the British proposal on May 14, They explained 
that "the English proposals do not contain the principle of reciprocity with 
regard to the U,S.S,H B and place the latter in a position of inequality as 
they do not contemplate an obligation by England and France to guarantee 
the U,S,S ,R, in the event of a direct attack on the latter by aggressors," 
Furthermore, the Russians stated* because the English proposal covers only 
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Poland and Rumania* the tr . north western frontier of the U.S.S.R* towards 
Finland, Estonia and Latvia remains uncovered, 11 which could “serve to pro- 
voke aggression in the direction of the Soviet Union 0 in that area. In 
order to provide an effective barrier against further aggression in Europe* 
the Russians once more insisted that three conditions would have to be met* 

(i) The conclusion between England and France and G.S.S.R, of 
an effective pact of mutual assistance against aggression; (2) The 
guaranteeing by these three Great Powers of States of Central and 
Eastern Europe threatened by aggression including also Latvia, 

Estonia, and Finland* (3) The conclusion of a concrete agreement 
between England* France and LUS.S.R* as to forms and extent of 
assistance to be rendered materially to each other and to the 
guaranteed States *9^- 

As one historian has noted* these three conditions "cores ponded to the first 
three articles of the treaty proposed by Litvinov on April 17*"^ The 
Russians had not changed their terms. 

On May 22* Maisky met with Halifax at Geneva* where both were attending 
a League meeting 0 Maisky said that the weakness of the British plan was that 
“it was based on a guarantee to Poland and Rumania alone* 11 If either country 
or any of the Baltic states allowed the passage of German troops or the 
establishment of German air fields for an attack on Russia, Britain would 
not be obligated to act. Maisky stressed that the "essential thing was to 
prevent war* 11 Here he seemed to repeat what Churchill had said earlier in 
the House of Commons; “Soviet Government thought this could be done but only 
by organising such a combination of forces ttati Germany would not dare to 
attack.... A triple pact was necessary and (the British) proposal entirely 
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ignored this element in Soviet proposal* On the same day* Maisky had. a 

similar conversation with Bonnet and declared that his government would 

accept no agreement unless it featured a promise of direct British assis- 
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Pressure for an alliance with Russia was mounting on the British Govern- 
ment. France was determined to reach an accord, although not quite on 
Soviet terms . Prior to the British response of May 8, Bonnet had revealed 
to the Russian Ambassador in Paris France's desire for a triple alliance. 

Seeds was enraged at this “gross and deliberate error of tactics," and 
Soviet suspicions of British sincerity were aroused by this clear discrep- 
ancy between the French and British negotiating positions Halifax met 
with Bonnet and Daladier in Paris on May 20 to discuss the Anglo-French 
response to the Soviet rejection of the proposal of May 8. The only alter- 
native which they felt might be acceptable to the Soviets was a triple 
alliance requiring mutual assistance in the event one of the signatories was 
directly attacked or became involved in hostilities as a result of helping 
another state, Halifax told Daladier that "it was unlikely that His Majesty's 
Government would be able to accept such a draft" for fear that the alliance 
"might well provoke Germany to violent action" and "divide public opinion in 
Britain." Daladier was taken back, for he found the draft proposal "quite 
acceptable" and "could not understand Britain's difficulties,"^ 

Pressure for an alliance with Russia was mounting in Parliament. The 
issue was debated in the House of Commons on. May 19, and the exchange of 
views is quite illuminating. Lloyd George opened the discission with an 
emotional appeal for alliance. He cited evidence that the Dictators were 
clearly involved in preparations for war, not for defense from aggression. 

He raised the familiar point that without Russia, Britain could do nothing 
to save Poland or Rumania. "There has been a campaign of detraction of the 
Russian Army , Russian resources, Russian capacity, and Russian leadership,*' 
he alleged , pointing out the reluctance “to acknowledge the tremendous change 
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which has occurred in Russia industrially and militarily, 11 Citing statistics 
on Russian industrial output , air and tank power, George stated, **They are 
offering to place all this at the disposal of the Allies provided they are 
treated on equal terms , «,,tfhy is that not done?"^ 

In his reply, Chamberlain accused Lloyd George of fabricating an un- 
necessarily gloomy picture, and outlined his policy; 

The assurances which we gave to Poland, • * Rumania, and to 
Greece were,,, what one might call first-aid treatment given to 
avoid any further deterioration of the situation. It still re- 
mains to strengthen them by more permanent arrangements and to 
tr J to get more support for them from any other quarters that 
are able and willing to give that support, I want to make it 
clear that this policy is not a policy of lining up opposing 
blocs of Powers in Europe animated by hostile intentions toward 
one another, and accepting the view that war is inevitable,,,, 

We are always trying to avoid this policy of what I call oppos- 
ing blocs, because it seems to us to be essentially an unstable 
policy* ,, .the direct participation of the Soviet Union in this 
matter might not be altogether in accordance with the wishes of 
some of the countries ... .we are trying to build up, not an alli- 
ance between ourselves and other countries, but a peace front 
against aggression, and we should not be succeeding in that 
policy if, by ensuring cooperation of one country, we rendered 
another country uneasy and unwilling to cooperate with us. 98 

Chamberlain was still hiding behind the stubborness of the Polish junta and 

Rumanian monarchy; that he could rate the value of Soviet military power on 

the same level as that of Poland and Rumania revealed what Churchill char if - 

On 

ably called a "lack of proportion,' Furthermore, Chamberlain was deceit- 
ful when he spoke of his opposition to a policy of creating "opposing blocs," 
This was his policy when he was courting Germany, but now he was using his 
opposition to the principle to stall an agreement with Russia. 

Churchill voiced his strong disagreement with the Prime Minister's 



statement of policy: 
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If you are ready to be an ally of Russia in time of war*., 
if you are ready to join hands with Russia in the defense of 
Foland, which you have guaranteed. , and of Rumania, why should 
you shrink from becoming the ally of Russia now, when you may 
by that very fact prevent the breaking-out of war? I cannot 
understand all these refinements of diplomacy and delay* If 
the worst comes to the worst, you are in the midst of it with 
them, and you have to make the best of it with them. If the 
difficulties do not arise, well, you will have had the security 
in the preliminary stages.*.. 

Clearly Russia is not going to enter into agreements unless 
she is treated as an equal, and,,, has confidence that the methods 
employed by the Allies —by the peace front- — are such as would be 
likely to lead to success.,* .Unless there is an eastern front set 
up, what is going to happen to the West?, * .Without an effective 
eastern front, there can be no satisfactory defense of our inter- 
ests in the West, and without Russia there can be no effective 
eastern front, 

Churchill was candid: Great Britain needed Russia's help to absorb enough 

of the German military might that Britain and France would be able to de- 
fend themselves In the West, Chamberlain and Halifax were sensitive to the 
need for an eastern front, but they were banking first on the belief that 
their current policy was sufficient to deter Hitler and then, in th© event 
that Hitler struck, that Poland and Rumania could provide at least enough 
resistance to tie up Hitler militarily In the east. They were still un- 
willing to pay the price for an alliance with Russia, 

Pressure for a triple alliance including Russia was also coming from 
the military and the Foreign Office. At a meeting of the Foreign Policy 
Committee on Hay 5, there was presented an aide-memoire by the Chiefs of 
Staff in which a significantly new position was expressed. The Chiefs, as 
was not uncommon, argued on political as well as military grounds. Now, 
as they reasoned, the advantages, both diplomatic and military, of a mutual 
alliance with Russia outweighed the disadvantages : "we should gain more 

than we should lose" by giving Russia a guarantee of assistance in the event 
of a direct attack or an attack through the Baltic states* 
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argued against the Chiefs, implying that they had not appreciated that an 
arrangement such as they advocated would not be possible without a full 
alliance. The central fear of the Chiefs, which emerged in the debate, was 
that Russia would become allied with Germany, Halifax also opposed the 
Chiefs, and suggested that they were unduly influenced by Russia's pushy 
attitude; he "felt the greatest reluctance to being bluffed off a good and 
sound policy by Russian insistence," By Hay 16 Cadogan, Strang and 
Harvey were coining around to the position that Britain would have to agree 
to a triple pact. On flay 20, Cadogan dictated a Foreign Office paper for 
the Cabinet favoring an alliance, but presenting the case "warily” because 
he knew Chamberlain "hated" the idea; “In his present mood, P.M. says he 
will resign rather than sign alliance with Soviet." 102 On May 20, Halifax 
told Harvey that Chamberlain "was very reluctant to agree to full tripartite 
alliance, although many in the Cabinet favoured it." The same day Strang 
speculated to Harvey "that what is in the back of P.M.'s mind, and especially 
of Horace Wilson's, is that appeasement will be dead after this. He says 
that all at No. 10 (Downing St.) are anti-Soviet." 10 ^ 

Events of May 22 forced a change in the British position. On that day 
the German and Italian Foreign Ministers signed the "Pact of Steel", a 
military alliance in which the two countries promised mutual aid should either 
become involved in war. The same day, Cadogan submitted his memorandum argu- 
ing, as Churchill did a few days before, that if an eastern front "built up 
on Poland” were to collapse in the event of war, Hitler would be free to 
strike in the West. "Therefore," the memorandum continued, "it might be 
claimed that a tripartite pact with the Soviet Union, if that is the only 
means by which we can be assured of the latter's support, is a necessary 



condition for the consolidation of the front which we have been trying to 

create." The memorandum admitted that in spite of all the profound doubts 

about Russia's willingness or capability to fulfill her commitments under 

such a treaty, "the alternative of a Soviet Union completely untrammelled 

and exposed continually to the temptation of intriguing with both sides" was 
104 

a greater danger. It was also on this day that Halifax spoke with Maisky 
at Geneva. After that conversation the Foreign Secretary wrote that the 
choice was "disagreeably plain"* either there would be a complete and 
formal alliance or the negotiations would break down. 10 -’ How the British 
could not forfeit the opportunity for a commitment of Soviet aid. 

This is not to say, however, that the British had decided to agree to 
Soviet terms . Rather , they tried to work out a proposal which might satisfy 
Soviet concerns as expressed in their April 17 proposal and still deny the 
Russians a free hand in the Balkans or Eastern Europe. As Halifax explained 
to Kennedy on May 24, Russian terms would have to be accepted, "but, in 
order that the humiliation will not be too great in having to step down from 
their original plan and accept the Russian's plan, they have decided to put 
it under the cloak of the League platform of anti-aggression and bring in 
Poland and Turkey and all the rest under the same canopy." 100 The Cabinet 
meeting of Fay 24 which produced a decision to offer the Russians an alliance 
under the Covenant of the League also confirued the suspicion which Strang 
had expressed to Harvey four days earlier, that Chamberlain feared an alliance 
with Russia would preclude any further appeasement. Thomas Inskip, in his 
capacity as Secretary of State for the Dominions , made the suggestion that 
when wo had strengthened our position by making an agreement with the 
Russian Government we should take the initative in a renewal of the search 
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for appeasement*.,.^ should be in a position to make such an approach from 
strength * • » .There was more likelihood that Germany would be willing to 
listen,*.. We might indicate that we. * .were ready at any time to discuss any 
matters in dispute." Inskip indicated that this suggestion "had a good 
deal in common" with a recent statement by Halifax to the German Ambassador 
Dirksen: Halifax confirmed that at their most recent meeting he had told 
Dirksen that in spite of Britain's warnings and increased armaments, "there 
was, however# also a positive side to our policy." Chamberlain felt Inskip’s 
idea "premature", but clearly stated that "he did not reject the suggestion* 
The new Anglo-French proposal, for which the British were really respon- 
sible, was delivered to the Russians on Kay 27, The proposal was framed 
within the Covenant of the League and was a clever attempt to avoid almost 
every commitment deemed vital by the Soviets, while appearing to do the 
opposite. Its relevant provisions were as follows j 

The Governments of the United Kingdom, France and the U.S.S.B, 
desiring to give effect, in their capacity of Member of the Le ague 
of N a tions , to the principle of mutual support against aggression 
which is embodied in the Covenant of the League, have reached the 
following agreement: 

I, If France and the United Kingdom are engaged in hostili ties 
with a European Power, in consequence of either (1 ) aggression by 
that Power against another European State which they had, in con - 
formity with the w is hes of that State , undertaken to assist against 
such aggression, (2") assistance given by them to another European 
State which had requested such assist ance in order to resist a 
violation of its neutrality, or (3/ aggr ess ion by a European Power 
against either France or the United Kingdom, the U.S.S.R., actin g 
In acc ordan ce with the princi ple s of A r ticle 16, paragraphs 1 and 
2 t of the Covenant of the League of Nations , will give France and 
the United Kingdom all the support and assistance in its power* 

(emphasis added) 

Article II was identical except that it provided for Anglo-French aid to 
Russia should the latter become engaged in hostilities* 
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rir. The three governments will concert together as to the 
methods "by which such mutual support and assistance could, in the 
case of need, be made most effective, 

IV, In the event of circumstances arising which threaten to 
call their undertakings of mutual support and assistance into 
operation, the three Governments will immediately consult together 
upon the situation. The methods and scope of such consultation 
will at ones be the subject of further discussion between the three 
Governments, 

V, It is understood that the rendering of support and assis- 
tance in the above cases is without prejudice to the rights and 
position of other Powers ,108 

Within the context of the spring and summer of 1939, this proposal 
amounted to something short of a commitment for mutual aid between the three 
Powers. According to Article II, Britain and France were obligated to aid 
Russia only if she were (1) directly attacked, or (2) went to war over 
aggression against another State either because of an obligation "in con- 
formity with the wishes of that State", or because the State "had requested 
such assistance," There was not a single country along Russia's borders 
that would have desired a military alliance with the Soviet Union j as I 
have previously discussed, the case was exactly the opposite. So, Britain 
and France were offering to aid Russia under conditions that apparently had. 
no chance of materializing, whereas Russia would be obligated to aid Britain 
and France automatically by virtue of their mutual guarantees to Poland, 
Rumania and Greece, as well as in Western Europe, To make matters worse, 
should the circumstance arise by which Britain and France could be held to 
their obligation to aid Russia, they were bound to do so only "in accordance 
with the principles of Article 16, paragraphs 1 and 2" of the League Covenant, 
Molotov was not without justification when he immediately protested that 
such dependence upon the League would render the agreement ineffective i 
"Re put It that the British and French were prepared to visualize Moscow 
being bombed by an aggressor while Bolivia was busy blocking all action in 
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Geneva#" Seeds tried T to dispel Molotov's fears by arguing that the emphasis 

of the British proposal was meant to be on the principles rather than the 

109 

procedures of the League# Yet there was nothing in the draft itself to 
guarantee that this ambiguous distinction would be made when it really 
mattered,' that is, when the time came for decision to go to war# If any- 
thing, the draft implied that since tha three Powers were acting 11 in their 
capacity of Members of the League" they would be bound to act through the 
League in fulfilling their obligations under this agreement* Likewise, by 
singling out paragraphs 1 and 2 of Article 16, which contain general refer- 
ences to condemnatory steps and a provision that the League Council "recoin- 

110 

mend" military action to be taken in the event of aggression , the draft 
proposal prevented invoking paragraph 3 of Articles 16 and 1?, which deal 
with provision for fellow members granting the right of passage for troops 
to aid another member 

Molotov also protested that the proposal "evaded the third of the three 

essential points, the conclusion of a concrete agreement as to the forms and 

112 

extent of assistance to be rendered mutually," Two days later, Molotov 

reminded Seeds that "the French-Soviet Pact had turned out to be merely a 

paper delusion; experience in that respect had taught the Soviet Government 

the absolute necessity in practice to conclude, simultaneously, both a 

111 

political and a military agreement.” J Molotov was right. The Anglo- 
French proposal not only insisted that the political agreement must precede 
any military arrangements, Article IV of the new draft specifically post- 
poned military consultations until "the event of circumstances arising which 
threaten to call their undertakings of mutual support and assistance Into 
operation." A state along Russia's border could be threatened, invaded and 
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overcome before the British* French* and Soviet General Staffs even met to 
begin talking about what military action to take* 

Finland* Latvia* Estonia, and Lithuania all refused to be included in 

a general guarantee of which Russia was a part* On March 31* Finland and 

Estonia further stipulated that such a guarantee extended to them would be 

interpreted as an act of aggression* On the same day Estonia and Latvia 

114 

signed non-aggression pacts with Germany, For Soviet Russia, the situ- 
ation became more threatening , A formal response to the Anglo-French pro- 
posal of May 27 had to be formulated* In their response of June 2, the 
Soviets offered a "modification" of the May 2? draft,* this modification was 
in fact a repetition of the terns Moscow had first asked on April 17, 
amended to correct the deficiencies of the Anglo-French draft and offering 
a major concession. 

The preamble of the June 2 Soviet proposal corrected the Anglo-French 
invocation of the League Covenant by stipulating that the three Powers had 
concluded the agreement "with the object of making more effective the prin- 
ciples of mutual assistance against aggression adopted by the League of 
Rations With this, both the British and the Soviets could have their 
"cake". Article I of the June 2 draft required mutual aid in the event a 
signatory became involved in war as a result of (i) "aggression by (a 
European) Power against any one of these three States"; (2) "aggression by 
that Power against Eelgiiim, Greece, Turkey, Rumania, Poland, Latvia, Estonia 
and Finland, whom England, France and U-S*5*R, have agreed to defend against 
aggression"; or (3) assistance to another European State which had requested 
such assistance in order to resist aggression* According to Article II, 

"The three States will come to an agreement within the shortest possible 
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time as to methods, forms and extent of assistance which is to be rendered 
by them in conformity with paragraph I." Also of concern here is Article 
VIi "The present agreement enters into force simultaneously with agreement 
which is to be concluded in virtue of paragraph II. ^ 

The major difference between this Soviet proposal and the original 
one of April 1? is that now the Russians offered to commit themselves to 
aid Britain and France in areas not vital to Soviet security. Except for 
Belgium and Greece, the countries included in the list in Article I were 
obviously included in the April 17 proposal by the designation “Eastern 
European States situated between Baltic and Black Seas and bordering on the 
U.S.S.R." The specific mention of Belgium, Greece, Turkey, Poland, and 
Rumania made it clear that the Soviets were proposing a genuinely mutual 
agreement, because the British and French had already identified their own 
national interests with the defense of these nations. Furthermore, section 
(3) of Article I provided for mutual aid to other European States who re- 
quested it, which would include States unnamed in the agreement which were 
vital to Britain's and France's defense. This represented a significant 
Soviet concession by agreeing to take on mutual obligations in Western 
Europe} the original Soviet proposal involved only Eastern Europe. The 
Soviets made this concession no doubt to lend weight to their arguments in 
favor of committing the British and the French to an area vital to Soviet 
interests— the Baltic. As Churchill wrote in the few York Herald-Tribune 
on June 7 , 1939! 

The Russian claim that Finland and the Baltic States should 
be included in the triple guarantee is well founded. ,. .People say, 

"What if they do not wish to be guaranteed?" It is certain, how- 
ever » that if Lithuania, latvia, and Estonia were invaded by the 
fcsis or subverted to the Nasi system by propaganda and intrigue 
from within, the whole of Europe would be dragged into 
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0 n June ?, Chamberlain told the House of Commons that he was sending 
a representative of the Foreign Office to Moscow with the hope of speeding 
the negotiations. This was done in place of calling home Seeds , who was 
bedridden with influenza, for consultations. The man sent to Moscow was 
William Strang, head of the Central Department of the Foreign Office, As 
one historian has commented, "the sending of a comparatively junior official 
of the Foreign Office, however able and experienced, on a mission of such 
paramount importance was surprising," 117 Churchill's judgement was more 
severe) "the sending of so subordinate a figure gave actual offense." 118 

In his speech to the Commons on June ?, Chamberlain mentioned a prob- 
lem implicit in preparing to resist "aggression". The British he said- 

have made it clear that they are ready, immediately and with- 
out any reserve, to join with the French Government in giving the 
U*S ,3*R. full military support in the event of any act of aggression 
against her in hostilities with a European Power, It is not intended 
that the military support which the three Powers would agree to ex*- 
tend to one another should be confined to a case of actual aggression 
upon their territoiy. It is possible to imagine various cases in 
which one of the three Governments might feel that its security was 
indirectly menaced by the action of another European Power 0 ^9 

On the following day, June 8, Halifax requested a meeting with Maisky 

in which he specifically drew attention to Chamber Iain’s June 7 statement 

and made it "plain" that the guarantee to Russia contemplated by the British 

Government "was not confined only to a direct attack upon Soviet territory* 

Maisky informed Halifax on June 12 that "it was an indispensible condition 

for any agreement that steps should be taken to meet the indirect menace to 

Soviet security* The crux of the matter lay^^.In securing agreement on the 

substance of the problem raised by direct or indirect aggression against 

the Baltic States/'*^ 

Strang arrived in Moscow on June I**, bringing with him a new British 
draft, a detailed memorandum on the British position, and written instructions 
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for Seeds* The following day, he, Seeds, and Naggier, the French Ambassador, 
met with Molotov to resume the negotiations and present new British proposals 0 
The major British objection to the Soviet proposal of June 2 was the naming 
of the states to be guaranteed; the British proposed that instead, the agree- 
ment should provide that in the case of states not already guaranteed, namely, 
the Baltic states, "the three Powers should consult together if one of them 
considered that its security was menaced by a threat to the independence or 
neutrality of any other European Power. If the other two Powers agreed that 
such a menace existed, and if the contracting Power In question was Involved 
in hostilities in consequence, the other two Powers would go to its assis- 
tance," 122 

On June 16, Molotov presented the formal Soviet reply, stating that the 
Soviets could not tie their hands as the Anglo-French proposal suggested# 
Russia was being asked to come to the aid of Poland, Rumania, Belgium, Greece 
and Turkey if any of these countries were attacked, but Britain and France 
were unwilling to undertake similar obligations to Russia in the event of 
aggression against Finland, Estonia and Latvia. The Russians suggested, in 
view of the existence of differences of opinion further discussion is 
necessary on the question of simultaneous entry into force of general agree- 
ment and military agreement," 12 ^ 

It is necessary at this point to outline the nature of Soviet-German 
contacts during this period of the negotiations. On June 2, In response to 
orders from Berlin, Hilger, Counsellor to the German Embassy in Moscow, con- 
tacted Mikoyan, the Soviet Foreign Trade Commissar, and assured the latter 
that Germany really desired economic agreement. Mikoyan pointed to the 
German obstruction of the negotiations in February and said ha was not 
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interested in negotiating now, but would reply later. On June 8, Mikoyan 
told Hiller that the Soviet Government would receive Schnurre in Moscow if 
Berlin would accept the substance of the last Soviet economic proposal of 
February | he also stated that his government would consider a visit by 
Schnurre as a demonstration of Berlin's sincerity in the matter of "politics. " 
Schulenburg, the Gorman Ambassador to Moscow, met with Astakhov, the Soviet 
charge in Berlin, on June 1? and conveyed Weissacker's assurance that 
Germany did not intend to attack Russia, but rather to normalize German- 
Soviet relations* Astakhov was noncommital , spoke of difficulties to be 
overcome, but expressed his opinion that good relations "could not but be 
advantageous to both countries," On the same day, in Moscow, Mikoyan re- 
ceived Hilger, who reported that Schnurre could visit Russia with the power 
to negotiate an economic agreement, but that Germany was unprepared to accept 
the Soviet proposal of February. Mikoyan replied that his conditions were 
not met. He recalled Hilger on June 25 to deliver a formal reply, which 
consisted of a request for the specific points on which German and Soviet 
views differed, labile awaiting a response from Berlin, Schulenburg returned 
to Moscow and met with Molotov (at the former *s request) on June 28, He was 
now prepared to give further assurances that Germany did not Intend to 

attack Russia. Molotov repeated the previous Soviet request for more specific 

12.h> 

information from the Germans • 

At the same time, the intelligence received by the British and the 
French indicated that the only thing which could stop Hitler from attacking 
Poland was a triple alliance including Russia. One June 1, Coulondre, now 
the French Ambassador to Berlin, reported that he had learned "if Poland 
does not yield, Herr Hitler's decision will depend upon the signature of the 
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Anglo-Russian pact. It Is believed that he will risk war if he does not 
have to fight Russia, hut that if, on the contrary, he knows that he will 
have to fight Russia as well, he will give way." 12 ^ On June 8, Daladier 
told British Ambassador Phipps about Ceulondre^ report, and Phipps wired 
London that Daladier felt 11 further delay may even be dangerous and en- 
courage Herr Hitler to seise Itetnzig before we reach an agreement with the 
Soviet Baladier therefore feels that we must rope in Russia as soon 
as possible." On June 13* Coulondre reported that Ribbentrop was con- 
vinced that the only feasible thing to do with Poland was to divide it 
between Germany and Russia*. "He will not abandon {this idea) until the 
Anglo-Russian pact is signed." 127 On June 15, Erich Kordt, Ribbentrop's 
private secretary, while on vacation in London sent word to the British 
Foreign Office through an intermediary that Moscow and Berlin were in con- 
tact. He offered his view "that an Anglo-flussian agreement would be a 
strong deterrent to war* and that a failure of the negotiations with Moscow 
would be a great temptation to the Central Powers to risk another move," u 
At the end of June, the Kordt brothers spoke with Sir Robert Vansittart, a 
chief British diplomatic adviser, and informed him that to their personal 
knowledge , Hitler was ready to make a deal with Russia to free him for wax 
against Poland and then the West, whereas if an Anglo-Soviet agreement were 
concluded he would "summon a party congress of peace in the fall.* 1 ^ 2 ^ 

Thus, at the same time that the British and French were feeling the 
pressure to conclude an agreement with Russia, Russia was receiving signals 
that Hitler was willing to make a deal with her. As a result, both sides 
now negotiated in a new context. For Britain and France, the problem was 
find a formula acceptable to the Soviets which would not serve as a 
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blueprint for or acknowledgement of Soviet predominance in Eastern Europe * 

As Bonnet told William Bullitt on June 5t “France and England could cer- 
tainly not consent to giving the Soviet Union support for an extension of 
Bolshevism in Eastern Europe. For her part, Moscow remained extremely 
cautious and tentative about neogt dating with the Germans until the latter 
part of July. Schuienburg analyzed Soviet motives on June 25 i 

Mikoyan does not want to see the talks with us broken off, 
but wishes to keep the negotiations firmly in hand, in order to 
determine their course at my time. Obviously it would not at 
present fit Into the framework of the Soviet Government 1 s general 
policy if a sensation were to be created by a resumption of the 
economic negotia tions * 1 3* 

As late as July 10, Schulcnburg felt that Moscow wished to keep in contact 
with Berlin, but "at the moment, they are still chary of entering into actual 
economic negotiations which could not be concealed from the public. 

Moscow still seemed to attach more importance to its negotiations with 
Britain and France, and the knowledge that Hitler was locking to make a deal 
doubtlessly elevated Stalin's confidence that he could get exactly what he 
was asking from the British and French Governments. There is no evidence 
that Stalin was ever willing to accept anything less than his original 
terms, and, faced with the combined forces of Anglo-French efforts to alter 
and mollify the Soviet proposal and German feelers for a non-aggression 
pact, he insisted that Britain and France accept a more explicit, better 
defined version of the April 1? proposal; he never deviated from the sub- 
stance of that proposal except to extend his commitments past Eastern Europe 
as a gesture to the West, 

On June 19, Halifax instructed Seeds to assure Molotov that Britain was 
willing to take part in a guarantee of the Baltic States if this could be 
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done without naming them or appearing to force a highly distasteful guarantee 
133 

upon them* When Seeds and Haggler met with Molotov again on June 21, 
they presented a new British draft of Article Is The other two countries 
would at once furnish all possible support should one of the three become 
involved in hostilities with a European Power as a result ofj ,r (l) aggres- 
sion by that Power against any one of these three countries, or aggression 
by it which, being directed against another European State, thereby con- 
siituted a menace to the security of one of these three countries, or (2) 
aggression by that Power against another European State which the contrac- 
ting country concerned had, with the approval of that State, undertaken to 
assist against such aggression." 134 As Halifax admitted to Seeds, this new 
proposal differed only in language from the British draft presented on 
June 15 * “'since no party can impose on the others its own view of what con- 
stitutes a menace, and the question would really have to be settled by 
135 

consultation , 9i This was not lost on the Russians; Potemkin, Molotovas 
assistant, immediately asked how it would be decided, according to the new 
proposal, whether aggression against a European State constituted a menace 
to the security of one of the signatories* Molotov expressed the position 
of his government that there was no alternative to naming the countries to 
be guaranteed, since it would be virtually impossible to be prepared for 
the contingency of having to aid every European State. Haggler suggested 
listing the States to be guaranteed in a separate unpublished protocol, and 
each party agreed to investigate that possibility* When pressed for a 
Soviet counter-draft, Molotov at this meeting and again the next day stated 
that the Soviet position was embodied in their proposal of June 2,*^ 
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On Juna 2b, Seeds wired Halifax that Moscow desired a treaty in which 
mutual obligations were "set down in black and white and to be clear beyond 
dispute," He also indicated that Eritain would have to deal with Moscow's 
fear, which he was not willing to concede was genuine, "that the Baltic 
States may voluntarily, or under pressure, move into the German orbit," 

What the Russians wanted, Seeds wrote, was "to secure our assistance or at 
the least apparent connivance should they every find it expedient to inter- 
vene in the Baltic States, 1,1 ^ For the Russians a treaty with Britain and 
France could serve little purpose unless it contained such a provision, 
Cadogan had addressed this point long before, in his May 22 memorandum i 
"If the Soviet Government really entertain this fear (that Britain would 
remain uncommitted in the event of a German attack on Russia through the 

Baltic states), it is evident that we shall have to undertake some commitment 

1 38 

to allay it* As Fontaine has explained , "From the point of view of 

Russian security, it would seem indispenslble to guard against the conse- 
quences of a border country's rallying to the Axis, ( **Uhat good did it do 
to protect the Polish and Rumanian borders if there was still a breach to 
the north through which the Hazis could sweep from one day to the next J 11 
Seeds understood why Article I of the British proposal presented on 
June 21 was unacceptable to the Russians, As he explained to Halifax j 

Paragraph I of that (article) did not malce it clear beyond 
question that the Baltic States would be fully covered. It did 
not specify who was to judge whether an act of aggression against 
the Baltic States constituted a menace to the security of the 
Soviet Union* This was a loophole through which Great Britain 
and France might evade their obligations to assist the Soviet 
Union* Ko such loophole for the Soviet Government seemed to exist 
in the second, paragraph of our draft, since the mere fact of Great 
Britain and France becoming engaged in hostilities on behalf of a 
country to whom they had given a guarantee would apparently of it- 
self bring into play the obligations of the Soviet Union to come to 
their assistance and the Soviet Government would have Utile voice 
in the matter* 140 
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Seeds was well aware of the Soviet position , including their precise terras 
of June 2, Furthermore, he knew, as Halifax had pointed out, that the 
British proposal presented on June 21 was really the same as that of June 
*5 which had already been rejected by the Russians, As revealed in the 
above quote, Seeds understood and appreciated the reasons why such a pro- 
posal was unacceptable to the Russians, Indeed, Molotov was not without 
justification 11 in his anxiety to make us understand that, in his view, the 
British and French Governments were treating the Russians as simpletons *, 4 « 
and fools," 141 

■ On June 2?, Halifax wired Seeds that he still wished "to avoid any 
mention of States”, but that if "a nominal roll of States" were necessary 
to secure Soviet agreement, he "should infinitely prefer" a secret, unpub- 
lished list. Accordingly, Halifax submitted a new draft of Article I which 
contained a curious ploy. The new draft read as follows? 

The United Kingdom, France and the U,S.S,R, undertake to give 
to each other immediately all effective assistance should one of these 
countries become involved in hostilities with a European Power as a 
result of aggression by that Power against any one of these three 
countries, or aggression by it against another European State which 
the contracting country concerned felt obliged to assist. in maintaining 
its independence or neutrality against such aggression, 

As Halifax's wire to Seeds indicates, the latter part of the revised article 
I, providing only for aid to States which a contracting country "felt obliged 
to assist", was intended to replace sections "(2) and (3) in Article I of 
M, Molotov's draft of Juno 2,” In connection with this, Halifax insisted 
that the list of States to be guaranteed include Switzerland and the 
Netherlands, Yet, section (3) in Article I of Molotov’s June 2 draft pro- 
vided for mutual aid to any European State outside of tho eight States listed 
which desired help in the event of aggression against it. This provision 
clearly covered British and French interests in Western Europe, because both 
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countries had cordial eolations hips Kith til’d commitments to the countries 
on Germany's Western border* However f this provision alone was not suf- 
ficient to cover Soviet needs t as the British first proposed, because 
Russia's relationship with her bordering States was not friendly— hence 
the need for a specific list* When shown Halifax's new draft of Article 
I, Naggier immediately took exception to it because, (1) the Russians could 
be expected to resist the specific inclusion of Holland and Switzerland, 
countries with which they did not have diplomatic relations, and (3) the 
omission of section (3) of Article I of the Soviet's June 2 draft and its 
replacement with a list of selected countries seriously limited Anglo- 
Prench freedom of action and deprived the proposed agreement of the "neces- 
sary elastic ity" which might be of use in an unforeseen contingency* 

Seeds wrote that "there is certainly some force in this argument*" 1 ^ 
Halifax stuck to his previous position, arguing that, for unspecified 
reasons, the Soviet draft of Article I (3) was not "a satisfactory method 
of dealing with Holland and Switzerland*" 1 ^ 

The historian can only speculate on Halifax's motives for dropping 
Article I (3). The evidence that this was motivated by legitimate Anglo- 
French interests is unpersuasive, and, to jump ahead a bit, Halifax was 
soon willing to accept the omission of both I (3) and mention of Holland 
and Switzerland. In context, Halifax's ploy appears to have been a delaying 
tactic* In a Cabinet meeting on June 20, Chamberlain expressed his con- 
fidence that he could secure an agreement with Russia whenever he wanted and 
that the best policy would be to drive a hard bargain so the Russians did 
not think the British were overanxious for an agreement. On June 2? f the 
day he sent his new draft to Seeds , Halifax told Joseph Kennedy that he and 
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his Government were inclined "to toll Russia to go jump into the Baltic Sea 
or any other sea they can find, except that they have been under constant 
pressure from all their friends who say that the failure of a Hussian pact 
would be psychologically bad for England." 1 **' 5 Ferhaps Zhdanov was on the 
right track when he wrote in Fravda two days later, "It seems to me that 
the English and French do not want a real agreement or one acceptable to 
the U . S , S , R . [ the only thing they really want is to talk about an agreement 
and, by making play with the obstinacy of the Soviet Union, to prepare their 
own public opinion for an eventual deal with the aggressors." 1 ^ 

When Seeds and Naggier presented the new proposal to Molotov on July i, 
the expectable happened. Molotov said the draft "was too vague and' that it 
would be necessary to give it precision by adding" a list of States. Seeds 
that the list "be embodied in an unpublished annex to the Treaty" 
and Molotov indicated that his Government would agree to this. Seeds then 
submitted a draft of the secret protocol, containing the following listt 
Estonia and Finland and latvia, Poland and Rumania and Turkey and Greece 
and Belgium and Luxemburg and the Netherlands and Switzerland." Molotov 
immediately remarked that "it would be difficult if not impossible for the 
Soviet Government to accept obligations in respect of Netherlands and 
Switzerland because it "had no diplomatic relations with these two coun- 
tries* Seeds noted that Molotov "did not seem to bother much about 
14-7 

Luxemburg . " 

In the course of the conversation, Molotov raised another objection to 
the new draft of 'Article I» "It did not make provision for cases of indirect 
aggression." He suggested a revision so that Article I would explicitly 
provide for action in the event of direct or indirect aggression by one 
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European Poorer against another which any of the signatories felt obliged to 
resist* Seeds and Naggier told Molotov “that this was a new point* 11 This 
was not exactly true; Chamberlain, as early as June 7, had announced his 
government's willingness and intention to sign an agreement covering in- 
direct aggression, and Maisky had warned Halifax on June 12 that provision 
for indirect aggression "was &n indispensable condition for any agreement/ 1 
(Halifax had wired this information to Seeds*) Nevertheless * British 
records indicate that the issue of indirect aggression had not been brought 
up in the negotiations in Moscow* and in that sense* it could be called “a 
new point , " or perhaps, more precisely* a point which as of then had not 
been but would inevitably have to be discussed* 

It is fairly obvious why Molotov raised the issue of indirect aggres** 
sion at this point* The British and French had reached the point where they 
were willing to agree to most of the basic Soviet terms; as Seeds told 
Molotov at the July 1 session* "our new draft gave the Soviet Government 
everything they had asked for in their own draft*" Seeds was careless in 
this statement* however, for the British and French now held back on one 
important aspect of Article I — that the list of guaranteed countries be 
included in the published protocol* Now* to give the public version of the 
prospective treaty more force in the absence of specific mention of European 
States* the provision to act in the event of indirect aggression should be 
added* Indeed* Molotov told Seeds and Naggier on July 8 “that the absence 
of any reference to indirect aggression in Article I would deprive the 
Treaty of a good deal of its value as a deterrent to aggression*" At 
any rate* in view of the history of Hitlerite aggression* no agreement could 
go far enough toward protecting the security of Britain* France* and especially 
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Russia unless It provided for a definite response to indirect aggress ion , 
and even Chamberlain had admitted this* 

Molotov presented the formal reply of his government on July 4* The 
Soviets "agreed to inclusion of list of States in an unpublished protocol", 
but refused to include Luxemburg, the Netherlands or Switzerland in the 
list* They further insisted that Article I mention indirect aggression, to 
be defined in the secret protocol as "an internal coup d'etat or a reversal 
of policy in the interests of the aggressor. 

On July 6, Halifax wired Seeds and outlined the limits of the conces- 
sions Britain was willing to makes "we agree to the omission of Holland, 
Switzerland and Luxemburg from the list of States 1 ', "we are prepared to have 
a list of the other States in the unpublished Protocol", and, "as regards 
indirect aggression we can go no further than" to allow a definition of the 
term in the secret protocol "only on condition that Article I should speak 
only of "aggression 1 omitting words "direct or indirect 1 ”. Furthermore, 
the Soviet definition of indirect aggression "is completely unacceptable." 
Halifax suggested that Seeds propose that reference to indirect aggression 
be omitted from Article I and that the secret protocol contain the agreement 
"that the word 'aggression* (as used in Article l) is to be understood as 
covering action accepted by the State in question under threat of force by 
another Power and involving the abandonment by it of Its independence or 
neutrality * 

The formal Soviet reply to this new proposal was presented by Molotov 
on July 9; "The Soviet Government insist on the inclusion of the words 
'direct or indirect' in Article I," Furthermore, the British definition of 
indirect aggression was rejected and a new Soviet definition offered! 
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The expression ''indirect aggress ion** covers action accepted 
by any of the (listed) States under threat of force by another 
Power, or without any such threat, involving the use of territory 
and forces of the State in question for purposes of aggression 
against that State or against one of the contracting parties, 
and consequently involving the loss of, by that State, its inde- 
pendence of violation of its neutrality* 

This definition incorporated the British proposal that indirect aggression 

involve the ''threat of force 11 , and attempted to provide for the very possible 

contingency that a country could be used by another country, without the 

threat of force, to commit aggression against England, France or Russia, 

e*g* t if Finland permitted the passage of German troops or establishment of 

German airfields for an attack on Russia, As an apparent gesture toward 

Britain and France, Russia now officially provided that Switzerland and the 

Netherlands could be included in the unpublished list in the event that the 

Western Powers reciprocated by making it possible for Russia to conclude 

"pacts of mutual assistance" with Poland and Turkey, Molotov reminded Seeds 

and Haggler that "it was absolutely essential in the view of the Soviet 

Government that these two Agreements (political and military) should not 

merely enter into force but also be signed simultaneously. This certainly 

was not a "new point", for the Russians had insisted on this point from the 

very beginning of the negotiations and had requested "further discussion 11 of 

it at the June 16 session in Moscow, However, as late as July 9* Seeds and 

baggier were nimble to answer Molotov on this issue and both Ambassadors 

decided to negotiate no further without additional instructions from their 

1 

governments, ^ 

On July 15 j Halifax wired new instructions to Seeds, Ho informed the 
Ambassador that the French Government had authorised Haggler to accept the 
words "direct or indirect” in Article I, and authorised him to "tell Molotov 
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that wo would be ready without further delay to start technical discussions*' 
which would be "conditional upon M. Molotov abandoning his demand for 
simultaneous signature of the political and -military Agreements," 1 '' 2 

Molotov met with Seeds and Kaggier on July 1?, when he was informed 
by the latter two that a definition of indirect aggression could be published 
in Article I if it did not stipulate cases where a threat of force was not 
involved; the previous Soviet definition of indirect aggression was rejected# 
Molotov immediately termed the new definition unacceptable because it was 
too vague and restricted# Indeed, the British refusal to accept a definition 
of indirect aggression other than one involving a threat of force must have 
appeared as a delaying tactic to the Russians# The British guarantee to 
Poland spoke only of a threat to Poland's independence and made no qualifi- 
cation that the threat need involve mention of the use of force# Now the 
Moscow negotiations were virtually concluded on the matter of Article I, 
yet the British threatened to snag any further agreement by refusing to 
accept a condition for which they themselves had provided in their guarantee 
to Poland# At one point in the July i? conversations. Seeds argued that 
Molotov drop his request for simultaneous signing of the political and mili- 
tary agreements# Molotov remained firm; there would be only f, a single 
Politico-Military Agreement# The political part would have no existence 
without the military agreement 0 The Soviet Government wished to have mili- 
tary obligations and contributions on each side clearly settled#* 1 Unless 
Britain and France could agree to this , “there was no point in pursuing the 
present conversations," Molotov then bluntly asked “whether or not His 
Majesty's Government and French Government were really willing to open 
military conversations,* 1 Maggie r felt that France would be ready to begin 



- 134 - 



military negotiations without waiting for signature of the political agree- 
ment# Seeds equivocated that the political agreement should first be 
reached , but not necessarily signed# Bolotov concluded by requesting that 
each Ambassador obtain a definite answer from his government 

Why did Russia press for military talks now? The international situ- 
ation was such that Moscow could no longer be content to wait until the 
British Foreign Office slowly came around to her terms, introducing new com- 
plications t from the Soviet point of view, with each professed "concession/ 1 
The Germans had presented a more detailed version of their views to Mikoyan 
on July i0 o The Russians recalled their trade representative in Berlin, 
Babarin, for detailed instructions and on June 18, the day after Molotov 
requested a definite answer from Britain and France on Military negotiations, 
Babarin called on Schnurre and stated that he was authorized to discuss 
mutual concessions and, if possible, to conclude and sign a trade agreement 
in Berlin# On July 21 Schnurre agreed to the negotiations*^^ Now the 
Germans began cautiously sounding out the. Russians on the prospects for a 
political pact# On July 26, Schnurre dined with Astakhov and Babarin and 
brought up political matters, including the suggestion of a non-aggression 
pact* Astakhov seemed skeptical and indicated that Russian and German vital 
interests in the Balk ins and Rumania were in conflict# On July 29, Wei^sacker 
informed Schulenburg of Schnurre 's conversation and instructed the ambassador 
to sound out Molotov's reaction if he saw "an opportunity of arranging a 
further conversation*" On August 2, Schnurre wrote Schulenburg that 
"Politically, the problem of Russia is being dealt with here with extreme 
u rgen cy /^ Astakhov was contacted by Ribbontrop on the evening of August 
2 and by Schnurre on the afternoon of the 3rd* Astakhov told Schnurre that 
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the Soviet Government regarded an economic treaty as a first stage in 
achieving the goal of improved relations, but that Molotov still wanted 
a more specific expression of the wishes of the German Government * ^ ^ 
Schulenburg met with Molotov on August 3 and reported his impression that 
while the Soviet Government was becoming more receptive to the idea of a 
rapprochement, "the old mistrust of Germany persists • 11 "My general im- 
pression is that the Soviet Government are at present determined to con- 
clude an agreement with Britain and Prance if they fulfill all Soviet 
wishes," the ambassador wrote to Hibbentrop, "It will, -nevertheless, , . . 
require considerable effort on our part to cause a reversal in the Soviet 
Government's course In the meantime, fighting with Japan had been 
renewed in May 1939 and was still raging on; the fighting was on a scale 
far greater than mere border clashes, involving battles with armor and air- 
craft, and Stalin was confronted with the serious threat that Japan, with 
Germany's aid, would declare war on Russia 

Stalin was still not willing to foreclose any option* With Britain and 
France so reluctant to agree to the final terms which Moscow felt essential 

for protection in the widest variety of foreseeable contingencies and war 

€ 

with Japan threatening in the East, Stalin could not risk being isolated in 

the event that Germany struck Poland, as she now seriously threatened to do* 

Churchill has pointed out Russia's "vital need", should Germany attack 

Poland, "to hold the deployment positions of the German armies as far to 

the west as possible so as to give the Russians more time for assembling 

their forces from all parts of their immense empire* ** *They must be in 

occupation of the Baltic States and a large part of Poland by force or 

16 0 

fraud before they were attacked." As late as the middle of August, 
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Stalin was uncertain as to whether Hitler would agree to terms which would 
make it worthwhile for Russia to enter into a non-aggression pact with 
Germany * Hence, the alternative of an alliance with Britain and France was 
still a very important objective of Stalin f s foreign policy, provided it 
could fulfill everything Moscow considered essentials Now was the time to 
find out how serious London and 'Paris were with respect to a military alli- 
ance with Moscow, Now, writes Ulam, the Russians "wanted to. have the most 
precise information of what the West would and could do for them in case 
the Germain gambit failed and they found themselves in war." 1 ^ 1 

On July 21 Halifax responded to Seeds* request of three days earlier 
for further instructions in light of Molotov f s insistence that Britain and 
France give official replies on the issue of a simultaneous political and . 
military agreement. He stated that the British government was "prepared 
* , , to agree to the simultaneous entry into force" of the two agreements, 
but that approval of immediate military conversations should be given only 
"in the last resort", after all efforts have failed to secure Russian 
approval of a version of Article I acceptable to the British, On the matter 
of indirect aggression, Halifax stated that the Soviet definition was still 
unacceptable because the British "may be placed in position of becoming 
accessories to interference in the internal affairs of other States," 1 ^ 2 

When Molotov, Seeds and Haggler met next, on July 23 , Seeds repeated 
his Government's agreement to the principle that the military and political 
agreements enter into force at the same time, and expressed his hope that 
the Soviet Government would recognise that the definition of indirect aggres~ 
sion "was a question of principle for us," This plea from a representative 
of the Government that, less than a year before, had forced a free country 
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to surrender its independence and sub-nit to German demands must have been 
hard for Molotov to swallow. The British doubtlessly had legitimate fears , 
as often voiced by Halifax, that a guarantee against indirect aggression as 
defined by the Soviets might have the effect of driving many of the guaran- 
teed States into closer relationships with Germany* At any rate, Molotov 
stated that he did hot think the problem of a definition ,J would raise in** 
superable difficulties' 1 and he was confident a satisfactory formula could 
be found* Naggier expressed his agreement with the British positions al- 
though in private he told Seeds that he felt the Soviet definition of in- 
direct aggression "could be accepted," 1 ^ Seeds himself seemed to have 
confidence in Molotov's assurance that a solution could be found, and he 
pointed out to Halifax that 11 it must be remembered In (Molotov's) favor 
that he dropped at once his original most objectionable formula (’coup 

d'etat and reversal of policy 1 ) when I objected to it under instructions 

164 

on July 3*" However, at this point in the negotiations, the definition 
was a less important concern to the Russians than the immediate opening of 
military staff talks* How Molotov repeated the question he had posed on 
July 17* would the British and French Governments consent to the start of 
military negotiations before the details of the political agreement had been 
thrashed out? As before, the two ambassadors said they would have to con- 
tact their governments before responding, 

Halifax wired Seeds on July 25 that the British Government was prepared 
to agree to the "immediate initiation of military conversations at Moscow 
without waiting for the final agreement on Article I," ° This position was 
conveyed to Molotov on July 27 by Seeds and Haggier# r 
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I have already examined Soviet foreign policy through early August in 
the context of these negotiations . It is now necessary to examine British 
foreign policy in the same period to understand British objectives in 
negotiating an agreement with Russia. 

British policy toward German# after March 1939 cannot be properly des- 
cribed as an abandonment of appeasement. As I explained earlier in this 
chapter | the German aggressions of March 15*1? cast British appeasement 
policy into a new mold, and the events of the four months following March 
drew the British further along the basic lines adopted in March, A corner** 
stone of British policy was the acceleration of the armaments program* for 
the reasons that (1) the British public and Chamberlain's political oppo- 
sition would tolerate nothing less now, (2) Britain could not afford to be 
in a position where it could not resist unreasonable demands from Hitler, 
and (3) the Chamberlain cabinet was finally truly convinced that force and 
power were what Hitler understood. How Hitler was pressing his demands 
against Poland for the free city of Danzig j he followed the basic contours 
of his previous aggressions, justifying his policy on the basis of the re- 
pressed German minorities in the area and applying all forms of pressure and 
threats. The British and French were apparently determined, for a variety 
of reasons, to fight Hitler if he went to war over Danzig, However, at the 
heart of British policy was the Inability to conceive of Hitler's going to 
war over Dansig; Chamberlain still held to his position, stated in March, 
that "I never accept the view that war is inevitable . N 168 Now, as Chamber- 
lain and his followers in the Government saw things, the best way to prevent 
war was to relentlessly make the price of war for Hitler higher and higher, 
and hold open the possibility that a peaceful settlement would be possible 
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If Hitler would give some demonstration 1 of his intention not to make war. 

Of course, as Hitler pressed his demands, the chances that bo would give 
evidence of peaceful intentions grew slimmer and slimmer. The British 
Government recognized this, but were always highly sensitive to any gesture 
or indication by Germany that a peaceful solution could be evolved. 

It was on Ray 2k, 1939 that Halifax told Ambassador Kennedy that the 
British and French Governments had decided on the necessity of meeting the 
Russians on their insistence on an agreement stipulating mutual obligations. 
During this conversation Halifax also informed Kennedy about a very inter- 
esting talk he had with the German Ambassador Dirksen, in private, ,f away 
from the Foreign Office. " Dirksen told Halifax that Hitler would not make 
war if he had to fight France, England, Turkey, Poland, Russia, and possibly 
the United States. ''Halifax thought it very strange that Dirksen should in- 
clude Russia*, because at the time the negotiations with Russia were going 
so poorly. Evidently, Dirksen was attempting to warn Halifax that Hitler 
might not be deterred from war unless the Anglo-French-Soviet negotiations 
resulted in an alliance. Halifax 1 ® subsequent actions indicated that the 
British were very much interested in keeping the negotiations going ff although 
the evidence does not permit the assumption that they had an equal interest 
in bringing the negotiations to a successful conclusion. As Halifax told 
Kennedy in relating his meeting with the German Ambassador, he 

suggested, to Dirksen that word be got to Hitler that if he would 
make a speech or a gesture of some kind that he did not want war 
and that he was hoping for peace and that while Danzig was an 
irritant it could probably be worked out, regardless of what 
popular opinion in (Britain) might be, Halifax assured Dirksen 
that officially England would welcome the statement and would 
so reply, 

Halifax in the meantime is preparing a speech which ho is 
going to give before some organization, trying to hold the door 
open for economic discussion with Hitler and has suggested that 
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he will let Dirks nn see the speech before he delivers it to see 
if any suggestions might be made. ^9 

A month later » Halifax had another conversation with Kennedy in which 
he indicated that Britain was anxious for some sign from Hitler, but frus- 
trated that no response from Hitler was forthcomings Kennedy wrote i 

Halifax feels that the German situation is certainly very 
restless at the minute but believes that Danzig can be settled 
between Poland and Germany if Hitler wants it settled; they can 
get no assurances from him, however, that he wants to do anything 
with England.^? 0 

Thus, concerned, and perplexed that his private conversation with Dirksen 

had produced no results, Halifax attempted to push the door to cooperation. 

with Hitler a bit farther open in a speech at Cat ham House on June 29. 

Halifax had told Kennedy of his intention to make such a speech more than a 

month before. Now, at Catham House, Halifax repeated in explicit terms his 

Governments determination to resist aggression, and he pointed to Britain’s 

greatly expanded military strength. However, he had another point to stress t 

British policy rests on twin foundations of purpose. One is 
determination to resist force. The other is our recognition of 
the world's desire to get on viith the constructive work of build- 
ing peace* If we could once be satisfied that the intentions of 
others were the same as our own, and that we all really wanted 
peaceful solutions— then , I say here definitely, we could discuss 
the problems that are today causing the world anxiety* In such a 
new atmosphere we could examine the colonial problem, the problem 
of raw materials, trade barriers, the issue of Lebenstraum ("living 
space 1 '), the limitation of armaments, and any other issue that 
affects the lives of all European citizens* . , 

But this is not the position which we face today. * 

Obviously, this speech was a plea that "the position# . * we face today" be 
changed, that is, that Germany do something to demonstrate its peaceful 
intentions — then Britain would be willing to negotiate a long range, com- 
prehensive agreement, Halifax also said in this speech that the view of 
his Government was that "deeds, not words, are necessary ,f on Germany's part* 
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A weak later T on July 5, Halifax told Kennedy that he "is of the 
belief that England's appearing stronger all the time is having an effect 
in Germany#"*^ 

One of the first indications of Germany's receptiveness to a peaceful 
settlement of her claims came on July 6 when Dr, Erich Kordt f Ribbentrop’s 
private secretary, requested a meeting with Adrian Holman, the British 
charge in Berlin, Kordt said that "it was absolutely necessary to find a 
solution" to the Danzig problem, but that it was also "unthinkable that a 
world war could be waged on such an issue," Kordt cautioned Holman 

that we should not allow ourselves to be carried away by a 
fit 1 of nerves, and that it was all-important that His Majesty's 
Government should, as they had a perfect right, put pressure on 
the Foies to take no offensive action against Danzig* If this 
could be achieved, he could assure me privately and confidentially 
that In six months® time there would be a completely altered situ- 
ation in Germany, which would open the road to peace and under** 
standing, 

On July 10, Neville Henderson called on Bonnet in Paris, and discussed 
the issue of Danzig* Henderson felt "that the next two months would be de- 
cisive one way or the other," but that, in his opinion, the British "display 
of force had intimidated" Hitler as revealed by the fact that Hitler had 
failed to take decisive action against Danzig, Then, pointing out that 
"Mussolini’s intervention (at Munich) had been the decisive factor for 
peace", Henderson said that Mussolini was the "one man in Europe who might 
play a decisive role if the (current) crisis became really acute," He thus 

"deplored" France's hesitation to begin conversations with the Italian 
174 

Government* Furthermore, on July 12, Henderson wrote to Halifax that 
"if there is to be a change for the better, then we must try to get away 
from all this nervous tension. I am going to work to that end, in Berlin 
•o..In my opinion there has been enough talking about Danzig, . . ,1 have no - 
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chance of succeeding unless our Russian negotiations terminate one way or 

\n c 

the other quickly. 41 J What Henderson wanted was a quieting down of all 
the stormy voices in Britain threatening war if Germany took unilateral 
action in Danzig, The Germans knew the British position, Henderson argued j 
now the decision for war was up to them, and they would be Inclined toward 
a peaceful solution only if Britain showed cool force and did not stir the 
air with endless threats of war. 

Halifax wrote to Henderson on July 13 an d expressed his agreement with 
each of the Ambassador's points. M i am very glad you had a good talk to 
Bonnet and said what you did. The F,M, is writing to Phipps today to arm 
him with something on which to approach Baladier as regards the possibility 
of Franco-Italian talks. " In the same letter Halifax wrote, 11 1 agree with 
you that the less said the better/' Chamberlain, he wrote, had "exhorted 
members of the Cabinet yesterday to be as economical in their references to 
foreign affairs as the state of public opinion here would permit, 11 Mean** 
while, as a show of force, Chamberlain would announce "extended fleet ex- 
ercises 11 which "may have a useful effect /'^^ 

On the same day, as Halifax indicated, Chamberlain wrote to Baladier 
through Phipps* He asked that France "reconsider the Franco-Italian position/ 1 
In his arguments, he virtually quoted from Henderson’s advice: 

Any step of this nature that you might feel able to take 
would probably increase the Italian ability or disposition to 
exercise a restraining influence in regard to the situation in 
I&nzig which may otherwise at any time reach an acute stage. 

In this connection I feel that Mussolini is the one man who can 
influence Hitler to keep the peace. 

In justifying this move, Chamberlain made reference to the current untenable 
state of affairs in Europe and the need to find a peaceful solution: 
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The commitments into which France and Great Britain have 
entered and the agreements which will embody them have created 
a situation in which some sort of precarious balance of power 
exists. But that position cannot be permanently maintained and 
if a real peace is to be established we must make some positive 
efforts of a constructive character to ease the tension and re- 
store confidence in Europe 

By July 20, there had been numerous indications that Hitler might be 
willing to seek a peaceful solution to the Danzig problem, and these indi- 
cations, attributed to Britain's show of force, were summarized in a Foreign 
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Office memorandum of July 20 o On July 20 Chamberlain told Kennedy he 

"thinks England’s movements, beginning with conscription and now the calling 

up of reserves in the navy, have made a definite impression on Hitler and 

may cause him to change his mind about talcing a gamble on a world war. He 

j oq 

is not joyful over the prospects." ' On the same day, the British charge 

in Danzig wired Halifax that ,f it is important that atmosphere should not be 

prejudiced by violent newspaper comment and I therefore submit that a hint 

180 

in this sense might be given to the British press," Henderson Immediately 

wrote Halifax strongly recommending the adoption of this "useful suggestion." 

"Our resolute determination to resist aggression by force is not weakened by 

expression of a desire to create an atmosphere in which negotiations may 
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again become possible." On July 21, Halifax wired the British charge in 
Warsaw that 

I am most anxious that this tentative move from the German 
side should not be compromised by publicity or by any disincli- 
nation on part of Polish Government to discuss in friendly and 
reasonable spirit (a settlement).... 

There is some reason to think that German policy is now to 
work for a detente in the Danzig question. This, if confirmed, 
may be held to be first fruit of firm attitude adopted by His 
Kajesty f s Government and French and Polish Governments. It is 
nevertheless essential not to destroy possibility of better 
atmosphere at outset and I trust that more care than ever will 
be taken on Polish side to avoid provocation in any sphere and 
to restrain press, 



On the same day, Halifax vrrote Henderson in somewhat different terms. 

He admitted that he felt ’"pretty certain" that conditions for the peaceful 
settlement of the Danzig question "do not in fact prevail at this moment, 
and that we have to work for their re-creation." Furthermore: 

* I should like nothing better, if it were possible, than to 
restrict press polemics, but as you know that is not possible, 
and all we can with some assurance say to ourselves and the 
Germans is that if they could make a practical contribution to 
the lowering of the temperature, this question would gradually 
tend to settle itself,.*. 

It may be that if the Danzig situation can be developed 
favourably , this may open the door to other things , but in the 
meanwhile I think that our line must continue to be a stiff one, 
while letting it be known, on the lines of my Catham House speech, 
that whenever the German Government gave concrete evidence of their 
willingness to forsvfear force, we should be willing to meet them 

half-way, 

At this time, the British made an unofficial feeler to the Germans for 

renewed negotiations leading toward a general settlement. As Dirks en wrote 

in the review of his Ambassadors hiip in london, "in the middle of July, 

Anglo ^German relations became a little more tranquil" and the atmosphere in 

Danzig "calmer," Throughout the early summer of 1939 Dirks en had been in j - 

forming his Government that the inflated state of British public opinion did 

not mean that the country "is now irrevocably heading for war." On July 10 

he wrote that "within the Cabinet, and in a small but influential group of 

politicians, efforts are being made to replace the negative policy of an 

1 84 

encirclement front by a constructive policy towards Germany," Two weeks 
later he wrote that "the few really decisive statesmen in Britain have con- 
sidered and put into more concrete form the lines of thought" of a "construc- 
tive" policy toward Germany, In this atmosphere, Dirks en later recalled, 
the "constructive trends in the British Government-^-which. • .sought to reach 
agreement with Germany by way of negotiation— began to shape into positive 
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action. For this purport Staatsrat Wohlthat was applied to.” Wohlthat, 

special economic commissioner for the Four Year Plan* was in London for 

whaling negotiations in July, and "had good relations with 11 Sir Horace 

Wilson, one of Chamberlain *s closest advisers* and Sir R. S, Hudson, 
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Secretary of the Department of Overseas 'Prade. Wohlthat met with Wilson 

on July 18 and 21, and with Hudson on the 20th. Wohlthat's minutes of his 
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meeting with these two men ( differs from their version of the conversations 

with respect to who initiated the talks and the extent of British negotiating 
offers expressed during the talks j also, Wilson does not recall having met 
with Wohlthat on July 21 * It seems unlikely that Wohlthat would have fabri- 
cated many elements of what he reported to his government, including the 
text of a memorandum presented by Wilson containing the British position on 
possible concessions to be made to Germany in the event of negotiations* 
Likewise, it seems plausible that Wilson and Hudson might have been inclined 
to leave a record which would have enabled them to deny that such offers had 
been made to the Germans. Wilson himself indirectly confirmed the accuracy 
of Wohlthat f s minute. Wilson met with Dirks en on August 3r at which time he 
was impressed by Dirksen's "knowledge* ..of Wohlthat f s conversations here", 

the details of which Dirksen had learned from messages from Berlin based on 
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Wohlthat's "written report." 7 nevertheless, there are enough points of 

agreement between the written recollections of each side to enable the 

historian to get a good sense of vrtmt transpired in the discussions . 

According to Wilson, Wohlthat brought up the point that negotiations 

between the two countries should be resumed! 

He did not press this point, and I then asked him whether 
he had done anything to make up what, at the earlier conversation 
(in June), he called the 'frame-work' which, as he had said before, 

would have to be wide enough in scope to include a sufficient 
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number of topics to make it acceptable as whole to both countries 
• ° * It seemed to me that, if it was his view that anything could, 
be done p it would be necessary for him to put the points down in 
simple language. I did not press him to do this, as I was most 
anxious to maintain the position that I had adopted in the June 
conversation, namely, that,. .the initiative must come from the 
German side, I said that he would find in the Prime Minister's 
speeches and in Lord Halifax's recent speech plenty of material 
to .enable him to understand the British position. He would find, 
for example, that, while it had been made abundantly clear what 
preparations we had made to carry out our undertakings, there 
was still an opportunity for co-operation**. so soon as conditions 
had been created that would make that co-operation feasible *^90 

This was Wilson's way of saying that he had invited Germany to submit pro- 
posals for comprehensive negotiations, and that his government was ready to 
negotiate pending a concrete sign from Hitler that he did not intend to make 
war. 



Wohlthat' s minute of the conversation is similar to Wilson's in many 
respects, including mention of Wilson's warnings about the advanced state of 
British armaments and request "for a statement of points which, in the 
Puhrer's view, should be discussed by both Governments,** However, Wohlthat 
describes in minute detail ah overture by Wilson never mentioned in Wilson's 
account, Wohlthat writes that Wilson had ''prepared a memorandum'* which con- 
tained an elaboration of the British view "of the points which would have 
to be dealt with between the German and British Governments • " Perhaps open 
to suspicion is Wohlthat *s apparent assumption that this memorandum was 
"approved by Neville Chamberlain." Thb memorandum contained proposals for 
a non-aggression pact by which Britain could rid herself of her newly assumed 
obligations in Eastern Europe, an agreement cm the limitations of armaments, 
and a comprehensive economic agreements Dirksen's report of a conversation 
with Wilson on August 3 provides some corroboration for Wohlthat 's account 
of Wilson's offer to negotiate. Wohlthat noted Wilson's concern "that the 
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conversations must be held in secret," Dirksen, in his report of the 

August 3 conversation t describes Wilson's account to him of the meeting with 

Wohlthat and confirms Wilson's concern for secrecy: "Wilson expatiated at 

length on the great risk Chamberlain would incur by starting confidential 

negotiations with the German Government. If anything about them were to 

leak out there would be a great scandal, and Chamberlain would probably be 
iQ2 

forced to resign. 11 Dir keen reports that Wilson felt the conversation 

with Wohlthat had "made known to the German Government (Britain's) readiness 

to negotiate," Wilson confirmed that this was M an official British feeler, 
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to which a German reply was now expected," 

For his part, Hudson readily admitted that he told Wohlthat "that, given 
the necessary preliminary of a solution of the political question, it ought 
not to be impossible to work out some form of economic and industrial collab- 
oration between" England, Germany, and the United States. He said that his 
Government recognised southeastern Europe "as falling within the natural 
economic sphere of Germany and we had no objection to her developing her 
position in that market, provided we were assured of a reasonable share, M 
Hudson also said, in what he described as a personal capcity, that "if Hitler 
was prepared to disarm and to accept adequate safeguards against rearming 

the possibility was opened up of establishing Germany on a strong economic 
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basis **, .Wohlthat said he thoroughly agreed." 

On July 23 and 24 t the British press carried leaked stories about 
Wohlthat* s conversation with Hudson, including mention of a "peace plan" 
offered by the British, providing for disarmament, a colonial settlement 
and a large loan to Germany, This news had a sensational affect all over 
Europe* German papers immediately gave "full publicity to and quoted large 
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excerpts from the stories which appeared in the British press* ^ In Italy, 

messages from London and Berlin gave “the greatest prominence' 1 to the die- 
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closure," The Polish press “gives great prominence" to the allegations 

tQ? 

concerning the Hudson-Wohlthat meeting* As of July 26, “the uneasiness 

r 

caused irr France by the conversations with Herr Wo hi that has by no means 

died down," Among French analyists the "general conclusion is that such 

conversations ,* .must inevitably cause doubt as to Great Britain's attitude 

among her friends ... .there is an under-current of disturbance that such 

discussions ,» .should have taken place in the capital of one of the members 

of the peace front without the previous knowledge of the Governments of 
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France or the other participating countries . ** 

One cart imagine the reaction to this leak in the Kremlin! On the sur- 
face, one might say that all the Russians would be justified in asserting 
was that “two can play at the same game”— coming to terms with Germany by 
means of economic negotiations which could lead to further comprehensive 
agreements. This view, however, is not justified by the evidence, for there 
was a fundamental difference in the nature and aims of the British and the 
Soviet approaches to Hitler. The Russians recognised that they were threat- 
ened by Hitler's very existence as the leader of Germany; they sought an 
alliance with Britain and France to enable them to take strong and definite 
measures to contain Hitler, enhance their untenable defensive position against 
him, and assemble sufficient force to assure his defeat if he made war; but 
this was something on which they could not depend because of the attitudes 
of the British and French Governments, So, they kept open the door to an 
agreement with Hitler which would give them temporary protection against 
attack, a chance to consolidate their defensive position both militarily and 
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strategically, and the prospect that when they eventually fought Hitler, he 
would have been exhausted from war in the Vfe st, In their approaches to 
Hitler, they never deviated from the demand that all their terms be met. 

The British, on the other hand, entered into negotiations with Russia only 
because they desired a unilateral declaration to "steady 11 the European 
situation and make their long-sought goal of a permanent understanding with 
Hitler once more feasible. As the clouds over Europe grew darker the British 
attached more importance to an agreement with Russia not as an effective 
preparation for an actual war, but as a means of raising the stakes for 
Hitler, to deter him from making war. Although the British leaders certainly 
recognised the delicacy of the situation, at the heart of their policy, in- 
cluding that of negotiating with the Russians, was the belief that at some 
point they would have to come to terms with Hitler# They offered to meet 
Hitler "half way" if he would show some sign of peaceful intentions. 

This basic element of British policy was very carefully outlined on July 
26 in a letter from Henderson to Halifax. Henderson described his admiration 
for Hitler based on what the German leader had achieved, but he did not 
approve of Hitler's methods or "the gangsters and brigands who surround him#" 
But Henderson attempted to be entirely realistic; 

While regimes are not permanent, Germany is; and the reality 
of the new Great Germany has got to be understood and faced. It 
may be fated that Britain must again fight Germany, yet it is a 
consummation devoutly to be avoided if it can be humanly possible 
to do so. There can be no peace in Europe until Germany and Britain 
discover some basis of mutual existence. The sooner that basis 
ran be found the better, since another war is far less likely to 
provide it.,.. 

So far as Britain is concerned an understanding with Germany 
must comprise two essential admissions t firstly, that of full and 
equal collaboration with Germany in settling world problems,..; 
and secondly that of Germany's paramount economic importance in 
Central and Eastern Europe..,. 
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Peace is Britain's chief interest, and X cannot imagine that 
she would wish to deny a really peacefully inclined Germany these 
two preliminary and axiomatic admissions* The stumbling block is, 
of course , the exaggerated ambitions and enthusiasms of a Germany 
in the first flush of the Hazi revolution and of her unity and 
recovered national prestige* Excess is unfortunately and tragic- 
ally inherent in revolutions...* 

It is not impossible that Hitler may consider it more prudent, 
having achieved so much, not to start a war for what remains. He 
may well regard it as preferable to obtain somewhat less than his 
full desiderata by negotiation rather than risk the whole of his 
winnings at one blow, Much may depend in this respect on the 
attitude of His Majesty's Governments and not only on their firm- 
ness, but also on their understanding of the reality of Great 
Germany, Both are essential, *99 

The same sympathy was not to be found in regard to another great power, 
formed out of a revolution and ruled by an excessive dictator who had made 
great strides for his country and who had claims to stake in Europe. This 
dictator has not committed aggression in Europe but had opposed it; this 
dictator did not scorn an attempt to reach an agreement with Britain and 
France on an equal basis but rather invited such an agreement* 

Halifax responded to Henderson's letter on July 28 with the apology 
that he did not have time to write at length. He repeated his determination 
to keep public speeches warning Germany at a minimum, because such speeches 
would weaken the impression of strength and make it “more difficult for 
reason to assert itself in other quarters, “ He concluded, “I cannot help 
feeling that the one essential thing to do, without provocation or adver- 
tisement, is to get it into Hitler's head that further forceful acts on his 
part will mean war. Once he has got this firmly in mind, may it not be that 
he might be willing to try and use other and more peaceful methods?" 200 

Chamberlain fully agreed with this policy* On July 30 he wrote that 
Britain must convince Germany 
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that the chances of winning a war without getting thoroughly 
exhausted in the process are too remote to make it worthwhile# 

But the corollary to that must be that she has a chance of 
getting fair and reasonable consideration from us and others, 
if she will give up the idea that she can force it from us f 
and convince us that she has given it up, 

Chamberlain's biographer writes, "But the time for this, he added, had not 

yet come? nor, we may think, was it likely to be speeded by a break -down in 
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the Anglo- Bussian negotiation," 

On August 2, Theo Kordt , charge at the German embassy in London, re- 
quested a meeting with "some authoritative person" before reporting to Berlin* 
At Chamberlain's instruction, a meeting between Kordt and Sir Horace Wilson 

was arranged for the following day. However, Kordt did not attend the 
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meeting, and in his place the German ambassador, Dirksen, appeared. 

Wilson's ^ and Dirks en's^^ accounts of their lengthy conversation are re- 
markably similar, with the major exception of their version of who initiated 
the meeting (each points to the other) and Wilson's omission of his expla- 
nation, recorded by Dirksen, of why Anglo-German negotiations must be con- 
ducted in secrecy. Wilson admits expressing his Government's readiness to 
negotiate on the condition that Hitler make some positive move, or at least 
refrain from taking any steps to worsen the situation. He also confirms 
something that Wohlthat reported him as saying on July 18, that "if it was 
once made clear by the German Government that there was henceforth to be no 
aggression on their part, the policy of guarantees to potential victims ipso 
facto became inoperative." Wilson, as both parties report, expressed a 
great interest in finding some gesture, to be made by Hitler and acceptable 
to both sides, to aid the "restoration of confidence," Dirksen quotes 
Wilson as saying that "it would be a severe disappointment to the British 
side if we did not take up the thread (spun by Wohlthat's visit). In that . 



Wilson left 
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case there would be nothing left but to drive to disaster. 1 * 

Dirks en with three questions to ponder, the substance of which are recorded 
almost identically by both men: (1) What instructions has Hitler given us 

to the follow-up of the Wohlthat report, (2) will Hitler not aggravate the 
situation in the next few weeks, and (3) if an agenda for negotiations is 
worked out, what will Hitler do' to create a suitable atmosphere in which 
the negotiations could precede? 2 ^ 2 

On August 9, Dirksen, before going on leave, met with Halifax. The 
accounts of the meeting rendered by each participant are essentially the 
same, with the exception that Dirksen presents Halifax’s views of possible 
negotiations with Germany in more detail* Halifax admits that he told the 
German Ambassador that the British public was not irreversably committed to 
war, but rather that public opinion and the British Government awaited a. 
gesture from Hitler which would help to restore the confidence that Hitler 
himself had shattered. The restoration ** would necessarily take time,* 1 
Halifax said, assuring Dirksen "as I had assured him in May, that, if Herr 
Hitler would make any real effort in this direction, we would certainly re- 
spond from this side and in this way, provided this was, in fact, his in- 
tent ion, we might look to an improvement in confidence being gradually 
effected. 1 ' 20 ^ Dirksen adds that Halifax said "he was certain that once the 
ice were broken, the British, side would go very far to reach an adjustment 
with Germany* it was, * .certain that a period of calm making for the pact!- 
ficatlon of public opinion would create an entirely different picture** than 
currently existed* "The British Government keenly desired that this should 
come about* 

These British efforts were to no avail. Bather than make the slightest 
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attempt to cool tho situation, Hitler continued to press his demands and 
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make military preparations for war. 

Halifax had given his approval on July 25 to the immediate commence- 
ment of military staff talks in Moscow, in light of the above discussion 
of British policy /there would seem to be little doubt that the principal 
British concern in agreeing to start these talks was that they would prevent 
the negotiations from breaking down and provide Hitler with a further demon- 
stration of the strength of the Anglo-French position and the imminence of 
an alliance with Russia, Indeed, in recommending approval of the military 
negotiations to Halifax, Seeds argued that “to begin with them now would 
give a healthy shock to the Axis Powers and a fillip to our friends while 

they might be prolonged sufficiently to tide over the next dangerous few 
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months . “ Halifax was apparently in accord with the view that Britain 
should stall the military talks. Tn the top secret instructions to the 
British Military Mission to Moscow, headed by Admiral 0 rax, the Foreign 
Office wrote that the only reason Britain agreed to the talks was to prevent 
the breakdown of the political negotiations; however, the delegation was 
instructed as follows 1 

Until such time as the political agreement is concluded, 
the Delegation should therefore go very slowly with the conver- 
sations, watching the progress of the political negotiations 
and keeping in very close touch with His Majesty f s Ambassador / 1 

The British seemed to spare no effort to let the Russians know that 

they were not serious about the military negotiations, tfithin a period of 

a month during which the British knew that the Russians were awaiting an 

answer on the question of military negotiations. Seeds put off a settlement 

of the question on four occasions by claiming that he had to check back 

with his government for further instructions. Then, on July 2 ^, in response 
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to a hint from Molotov that the British wore stalling by making military 

negotiations dependent on the settlement of the entire political agreement, 

Seeds assured the Russians that the British Government “had no intention of 
213 

wasting time, - ' Yet, the Anglo-French military delegations, dispatched 
on July 31 p travelled by boat to Leningrad, and then by train to Moscow, 
taking a total of eleven days in travelling time. The first meeting of 
delegates took place on August 12, The Soviet and French delegates each 
produced a document from their respective governments authorising them to 
negotiate a military agreement. The British, however, had no written cre- 
dentials! Drax wired home for written authority to negotiate; “Please 
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send by air mail," Apparently airplanes were in short supply for deal-* 
ings with the Russians; Drax's credentials arrived and tiere presented on 
August 18* Voroshilov, Soviet Commisar for Defense and head of the Russian 
delegation at the talks, had at once “suggested that the conversations 
should continue while waiting for the credent 

On the following morning, August 13 t Seeds wired Halifax with an appar- 
ent change of heart from his previous suggestion that the military talks be 
drawn out, Now, with the concurrence of Haggler, Seeds felt that the Russians 
“will probably evade coming to any agreement with us on these political 
points, until (they had) reason to believe that military talks have at least 
made very considerable progress, 1 * In this context r Seeds now feared that if 
the British military delegation followed its instruction to draw out the 
talks, “Russian fears that we are not in earnest" would tend to be confirmed. 
Thus Seeds requested immediate information as to whether his Government 
still wanted to stall the military talks pending agreement on the “indirect 
aggression" problem. Ho warned that “all indications so far go to show 
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that Soviet military negotiators are really out for ’business," ° On 

August 15, Halifax agreed to reverse the instructions# 

At the close of the first negotiating session on August 13 * Voroshilov 

observed that before discussing Soviet military plans at the next meeting 

he would Kant to khow what action the British and French staffs felt Russia 

should take in the event of a German attack because Soviet forces would 

have to be based on the territory of other States in order to fight 
21 7 

Germany#' The following morning Voroshilov repeated his question and t 
in this connection, asked specificially if Russian troops could cross Polish 
and Rumanian territory to fight Germany. The British and French delegates 
tried to avoid any commitment, but Voroshilov insisted that without an un- 
equivocal answer, further discussion would be useless# Drax, speaking for 
the British and French, offered to have the allied missions ask their 
governments to take the issue up with Warsaw and Bucharest. Voroshilov 
accepted the offer and submitted detailed written questions to be asked 
concerning the passage of troops. Although he maintained that "without a 
solution to this question# # .the Soviet Military Mission cannot recommend to 
its Government to take part in an enterprise so obviously doomed to failure", 

he still considered it possible for the negotiations to proceed pending an 
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expedient reply# During the discussions on August t? f Voroshilov announced 

that if an answer on the Polish and Rumanian question were not received by 

the next morning, the meetings would have to be Suspended. At Brax’s urging, 
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Voroshilov agreed to postpone his deadline until August 21* The following 
morning the talks were officially suspended pending a reply on the troop 
passage issue* Drax formally stated that the British and French could not 
take responsibility for the delay in the talks and implied that Moscow acted 
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in bad. faith "by inviting the missions while all along intending "to put to 
them at once difficult political questions ** ►requir(ing) reference to our 
Governments," Voroshilov took the opposite view, stating that he could, not 
imagine how Britain and France , in dispatching missions to arrange a mili- 
tary convention, "could not have given them some directives on such an 
elementary matter as the passage of Soviet armed forces against" German 

troops "on the territory of Poland and Roumania, with which countries France 

220 

and Britain have corresponding military and political agreements," 

All other considerations aside, Voroshilov's point was quite valid* 

221 

"Good sense was on the side of the Russians , H writes Fontaine. As 

another historian has commented, even if complete agreement between Russia 

and the Western Powers had been reached "the question would still remain 

what form her action should take while Poland and Rumania adhered to their 

refusal to allow her troops to enter their territory ; and surely Russia, 

before undertaking to fight, was justified in asking where, how, and in what 
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circumstances she would have to do so." “ Furthermore, Seeds and Naggier 

agreed that "Soviet negotiators are justified in putting on Great Britain 
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and France the onus of approaching those countries," ■ However, Britain 

was determined to delay the whole issue. Ideally, Seeds and Halifax thought 

in terms of securing prior Soviet agreement that the contingency of an attack 

22k 

on Poland would be excluded from the military discussions. Halifax wired 
Seeds on July 2 $ that "imminence of military conversations makes it important 
that position of Poland should be cleared up", yet the only suggestions he 
could offer do not bespeak a serious approach toward the military talks. To 
Halifax, "clearing up" the Polish (and Rumanian) issue involved not preparing 
for contingencies of war, but rather how to evade the issue in negotiation; 
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M I shall he grateful to have your views as to vrhether It would he best non 
to tell M* Molotov frankly that we propose the contingency of Polish 
aggression should he excluded from scope of Staff conversations or when the 
time comes for our military representatives to say that they ars not In- 
structed to discuss this contingency." 22 ^ In his response of July 26, 

Seeds indicated that it would not he wise to raise the issue beforehand 
with Molotov, but that it would also be difficult to exclude the contingency 
from discussion at the staff meetings. Seeds tried to play down the natter 
as one of many Issues that could cause a "hitch In military conversations." 
Finally, the British instructed their military delegation that M if the 
Russians propose that the British and French Governments should communicate 
to the Polish, Roumanian or Baltic States proposals Involving co-operation 

with the Soviet Government for General Staff, the Delegation should not 
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commit themselves but refer home*" - 

So, the British did indeed anticipate that the Russians would inevit- 
ably raise the issue of military actions with respect to Poland and Rumania 
and it was the British, not the Russians, who were guilty of bad faith In 
agreeing to the staff talks fully knowing that they were unprepared to nego- 
tiate on a central issue. On August 20 and 21 the French, with British 
approval, made a desperate, last-ditch effort to force Warsaw into accepting 
Soviet military assistance# On the 20th, Kaggier and the head of the French 
Military Mission wired Bar is that "M. Beck's objections should not be taken 
altogether literally, and that perhaps he merely wishes not to know anything 
about the matter" ; they urged an affirmative reply to the principle of the 
right of passage of Soviet troops through Poland* On the 21st Bonnet approved 
this request, and Daladier sent instructions to the military mission to give 
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Poland f s advance approval and sign the best agreement they could get. In 
^9^6, Daladier recalled that on the morning of the 21st he summoned the 
Polish Ambassador in Paris to inform him that France intended to sign Kith 
Russia and that if Poland persisted in her negative attitude, "'France would 
be compelled to reconsider her treaty of alliance." (The Polish Ambassador 
later denied that such an ultimatum was ever delivered#)^® 

p 

These efforts were superfluous p for an August 23, Russia signed a non- 
aggression pact with Germany. The events directly leading to this agreement 
are worthy of consideration. I have already described the resumption of 
German-Soviet trade talks at the end of July and the corresponding eagerness 
in Berlin to reach an agreement with Russia* On August 5 Molotov sent word 
to Schnurre, in response to the latter *s inquiries, that Moscow was prepared 
to continue the trade negotiations and considered the conclusion of a trade 
agreement as the first step in improving relations. However , when Schnurre 
met with Astakhov, he expressed his regret at Moscow 1 s failure to put forth 
precise points of interest, thus inhibiting concrete discussion. Berlin, 
he indicated, was particularly interested in learning Soviet intentions to- 
ward Poland and the impending staff talks with England and France. Astakhov 

was noncommital and stated that it was still too early to settle the problem 
22Q 

of Poland* At this point, the Anglo-French military delegation had just 
arrived in Leningrad, on their way to Moscow. On the morning of August 12, 
after a delay which could not help but cast Anglo-French intentions in the 
worst light, the military delegations had their first meeting and the 
Russians learned that the British attitude toward the negotiations was such 
that they did not even give their delegation written credentials to negotiate. 
On the same day , Astakhov received new instructions from Moscow authorising 
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him to tell Schnurre of the Soviet Governments interest In discussing the 
points raised by Schnurre two days before* Late on August 14, Ribbentrop 
instructed Schulenburg to press Moscow on the need for- a non-aggression 
treaty "clarifying jointly territorial questions In Eastern Europe", and 

offered to travel to Moscow and meet with Stalin to secure the quickest 

* 

possible settlement. On the morning of the l?ih, Schulenburg presented 
Ribbentrop* s message to Molotov, who responded that the trade agreement 
must first be signed, and that shortly thereafter a non-aggression pact 
with protocol defining the interests of each country could be concluded. 

The negotiations for the trade agreement were completed in Berlin on the 
evening of the 18th, and Stalin agreed to sign on the 19th. On the 20th 
Hitler urgently wired Stalin agreeing to Soviet terms for a non-aggression 
pact, with certain clarification* he insisted that Ribbentrop be received 
in Moscow within two days to conclude the treaty* On the 21st Stalin 
accepted Hitler's offer* Hibbentrop arrived in Moscow on the 23rd, where 
he was met by Molotov and Stalin* The negotiations went quickly and with 
ease, and a non-aggression pact was signed that day, including a special 
protocol granting Russia Bessarabia, Finland, Estonia, and part of Poland 
and Latvia* Now Hitler was free to go to war with Poland, which meant the 
start of World War II* 

By all realistic standards, Stalin was justified in signing with Hitler 
as the best alternative at the time for the protection of Russia* What 
difference did it make to Stalin if this meant war for Britain and France? 

He was not Interested in saving them from war, but rather in "diverting the 
conflagration away from Russia." Deutscher has written that to Stalin "the 
war was inevitable anyhow: If he had made no deal with Hitler, war would 
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still have broken out either now or somewhat later, under conditions in- 
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comparably less favourable fo his country/ It was Stalin who had 
consistently offered Russia's help to Britain and France in the event of 
war, and it was the Western Allies who rejected this help by refusing to 
agree to the terras on which it was offered, forcing Stalin to look else- 
where for protection and security* Britain's and France's conduct of every 
aspect of the negotiations in Moscow gave ample evidence that their real 
interest was not in securing a military alliance which could function in 
the event of war, but rather in gaining a greater measure of pressure in 
pursuit of an eventual agreement with Hitler which was anathema to all 
legitimate Soviet interests and needs, Fontaine writes that Stalin "had 
no confidence in the Allies' intention* Their behavior' during the military 
negotiations justified these doubts. At the end of August, he still had 

reason to believe that France and England would yield to the Hitlerian 
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diktat, as they had the previous year*" The argument that Stalin could 
have chosen to remain neutral and refuse an agreement with Hitler because 
of its consequences is preposterous from the viewpoint of a Soviet leader 
concerned with guaranteeing his country's security to the best degree allowed 
by external circumstances* Faced with the attitude evidenced by Britain and 
France, Stalin was justified in accepting Hitler's offer as the best alter- 
native* "He could not leave himself in a position of complete isolation in 
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the face of the German attack on Poland," writes George Kennan, ' As 
Churchill later wrote, Stalin's decision was "at the moment realistic in a 
high degree, I>* F. Fleming has summarised Russia's gains as a result 
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(1) They got everything in the Baltic States which the Allies 
had refused them, and more. *..(2) They achieved freedom to correct 
their boundary with Finland and reclaim Bessarabia from Rumania. 

(3) Instead of incurring the full power of the Nasi war machine, 
while the West viewed their plight with satisfaction they turned 
Hitler back upon the West* (4) They also acquired nearly two 
years of precious time in which to prepare for a German onslaught . ~ J 
* 

There can be no doubt that it was in Russia's interests to gain time in 

preparing for the inevitable conflict with Hitler* In response to the 

argument that the non-aggression pact also gave Hitler time and actually 

enabled him to build the forces required for a massive invasion of Russia, 

it must be pointed out that as of August 23, 1939r if did not seem possible 

that Kilter would be able to increase his strength once involved in war 

with at least Britain, France and Poland, There is great validity in 

Churchill's assertion that “Stalin no doubt felt that Hitler would be a 
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less deadly foe to Russia after a year of war with the Western Powers, 



CONCLUSION 



In concluding this study, I would like to present a very brief frame- 
work in which the major points of the previous discussion may be related 
to the development of the Cold War, 

The central point to be made is that at no time after the Bolshevik 
seizure of power in Russia was there the prospect that a_ cold war could be 
averted? given the realities of the situation, the mutual suspicions and 
fears, the divergence of interests, there was really no chance for cooper- 
ation on a basis of mutual trust and faith. This is an observation that 
could be made about relations between any two sovereign states, but its 
significance is amplified in light of the enormous gulf which separated 
Soviet Russia from the West. This is not to say, however, that the manner 
in which the Cold War developed was inevitable. In analyzing the evolution 
of the Cold War, one must ask not "How could it have been averted at any 
given point?", but rather "How did specific events and decisions alter its 
contours, and what alternatives were available which might have changed 
the course of its development?" 

As I have previously stated, the events frost the Bolshevik revolution 
to 1936 laid the foundation on which the Cold War was subsequently waged, 
but their significance in understanding the development of the Cold War is 
limited, for there was nothing that happened in those years which made any 
subsequent event inevitable. In the two years following 1937 < Chamberlain 

Cabinet chose to pursue a policy which contributed significantly to Soviet 
Russia's untenable position in Europe, eventually forced Stalin into an 
agreement with Hitler, arid had wide-ranging implications for the future 
contours of the Cold war. 
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It is true that most members of the Chamberlain Cabinet shared views 
on domestic and foreign policy which made appeasement the most appealing 
policy alternative to them. Yet each was quite aware of the alternative 
to appeasement, and each (with the exceptions of Eden and Buff Cooper, who 
resigned) consciously and, they felt, with good reason, rejected a policy 
.of preparation for war entailing a greatly expanded armaments program and 
an alteration of the status quo in Europe which would have facilitated or 
recognised Soviet hegemeny in Eastern r.urope. At each crucial juncture, 
the Cabinet, strongly influenced by Chamberlain, deliberately limited its 
policy options to those which entailed accepting German predominance in 
Central and Eastern Europe, on the assumption that Hitler could be kept 
from making war. Finally awakened to the imminence of war in. 1939, the 
Cabinet sought to guarantee that England would be spared the sacrafices 
of war by turning Hitler's war machine toward the east, away from Western 
Europe. They realised that Soviet assistance would be essential in fighting 
Hitler, but they connived to secure the promise of such assistance at no 
price, that is, to commit Russia to fight for the preservation of a status 
quo against her interests. 

By 1937 Stalin faced an extremely difficult and dangerous situation in 
Europe. The heart of his problem lay in the great loss of territory in 
Eastern Europe which Russia suffered as a result of her departure from ' 
World War I. How Russia's western frontier was strategically indefensible, 
bordered by a string of states whose hostility to the Soviet Government was 
virtually fanatical. Stalin was powerless to take unilateral action, and 
for at least two years he rested his hopes on some type of partnership with 
Britain and France in which the three nations would recognize their common 
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interest in stopping Hitler and in *hich Russia Eight improve her un- 
tenable position and perhaps even regain hegeneny in Eastern Europe. When 
Stalin offered to aid in the fight against Hitler, he made clear that he would 
not commit his country to war unless he could be assured that such a 
sacrafice would bring about a rtore favorable situation in Europe. Stalin 
probably never believed that Britain and France would be willing to grant 
him what he asked, but as of the summer of 1939. he had no alternative but 
to put his country's forces at the disposal of the West and ask what he 
felt to be a fitting price , he knew by mid- 1939 that Britain and France 
were desperate for his help, whatever their motives, and this may have 
led him to believe that an agreement could eventually be reached. Yet, 
when Hitler finally offered so irresistable a deal to Stalin, the Soviet 
leader simply could no longer conduct his diplomacy on the same basis- 
waiting for Britain and France to yield to the ever-growing pressure for 
a full alliance. In August 1939 Stalin got the best deal he could 
reasonably have expected for the time and in the circumstances. 

The events of World War II and its immediate aftermath have been 
described in numerous studies of the Cold War, and I shall not de^c^i 
them here. I hope this study, which prefaces the post-1939 years, help^ 
the student of the Cold War to view the events of those later years in a 
more clear context, That there would be basic conflicts between the United 
States and Russia after the war was inevitable. That the Cold ter wou~d 
develop as it did under President Truman was not inevitable, however. Against 
the background of the events described, in this study and the fantastic losses 
suffered by Russia in the war, there can be no doubt that Stalin realized his 
paramount aim must be to retain sufficient control of Eastern Europe so that 
his country would never again be placed in the position it had been. That 
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(,<, would insist on keeping Eastern Europe in his grip after the ear vas 
inevitable, and his determination to do so Mas doubtlessly fueled by the 
frustrated diplomacy of 1937-1939. The tanner in «bioh he Mould retain 
this control vas not Inevitable, and Mas shaped largely in response to 
the dagree to Mhich his alas Mere opposed by the United States. 

It is difficult to speak vith certainty of President Roosevelt's 
attitudes tovard postuar Russian policy, for Roosevelt had never committed 
hiaself to long-range plans, prefermg to make poli-y accor g 
needs of the .cent, and he died before the end of the war. He understood 
that the key to stability and peace after the »ar Involved cooperation, 
hovever difficult or strained. bet»ee„ the United States and Russia, his 
policy decisions during the »ar suggest that he Mas Milling to go far m 
achieving such cooperation. There is reason to believe that he Mould have 
been Milling to accept Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe, provded that 
Stalin's excesses Mere curbed to the degree that they did not hopelessly 
liait Roosevelt's political .aneuverabllity at hoe. Roosevelt .ust be 
understood Mithin the highly political context in uhich he operated. He 
had to keep the Congress and the people in line if his policies Mere to 
succeed, and, unlike Woodrow Wilson (uhose failures Roosevelt sought not 
to repeat), he «as e .aster political manipulator and propagandist-n 
observation Mhich I .ake without value judgement, Roosevelt's political 
position toward the end of the war Mas an extremely difficult one, for, if 
postwar cooperation with the Russian were to be achieved on the basis of 
Soviet predominance in Eastern Europe, a huge and powerful bcrfy of anti- 
Soviet opinion — flon the public, to the Congress, to the President's ovn 
advisers — would have to be satisfied, and the democratic rhetoric which 
was used to justify our involvement in the war would have to be squar 



away with the antidemocratic realities of the postwar world. The task 

was one which would have taxed the abilities of even the shrewdest politician . 



Harry Truman’s feelings about the Russians were quite different from 
Roosevelt * s , and, also unlike FDR, Truman was very significant! y influenced 
by his advisers who immediately descended upon him and successfully urged 
a tough line against Soviet postwar aims, Within months after becoming 
President, he had assumed a belligerent stand toward the Russians and 
destroyed virtually any political foundation at home on which a policy of 
cooperation might have been waged. There seems to have been a direct 
correlation between the vehemence with which the Truman Administration 
promoted anti-Soviet feelings at home and opposed Soviet policy abroad, 
and the degree to which Stalin increased the firmness of his control over 
Eastern Europe, 
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